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ABSTRACT 
The Nisga'a people on British Columbia's northwestern coast have a rich cultural base. 
Features of identity intertwine and are expressed through cultural performances, forming the 
foundation ofNisga'a identity. Music, dance, dramatizations, art and material culture are vital 
expressions ofNisga'a identity, and reflect the social, historical, political, economic, spiritual, 
and educational dynamics of the culture. By compartmentalizing the arts into distinct subjects or 
disciplines, the provincially-prescribed public school curriculum is in direct conflict with Nisga'a 
views of the arts and song, dance and dramatic representation as a total experience. This work 
seeks to document Nisga' a views of cultural performance as a feature of identity and provide 
recommendations for its inclusion into school curriculum. A participatory approach was taken 
for this research, involving collaboration with community-wide representatives of the Nisga'a 
nation in education and the performing arts to ensure the ongoing relevance of the project for the 
Nisga'a. Community-based resource group meetings, semi-structured interviews, participant 
observations, and personal communications were the primary sources of information for 
exploring the role of cultural performance in identity and education. Research participants 
provided recommendations on culturally suitable ways of increasing the understanding of cultural 
performance activities through schooling. These recommendations, in conjunction with the Orff 
approach to music education, were then used to guide the teaching ofNisga'a songs in a School 
District 92 (Nisga'a) school. An inductive approach to coding guided the analysis of the 
collected data. A model of education fostering the growth of the whole child emerged as an 
important step towards healing from the impacts of colonization. By making Nisga'a voices 
heard in this thesis, it is hoped that this research will promote the practice ofNisga'a cultural 
performance in the community and its schools. 
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I guess you could call it the only religion I have, one drum that can fit in my hand, but I 
think if I played it a little, it might fill up the whole world 
X 
-Sherman Alexie, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. 
''I didn't do anything," says Coyote. ''!just sang a little." 
"Oh, boy, "said the Lone Ranger. 
''I just danced a little, too," says Coyote. 
"Oh, boy, "said Ishmael. 




From time before memory, it is said, the Nisga' a people of northwestern British 
Columbia have inhabited the valley of the bountiful Nass River. Surviving floods, wars 
with neighboring nations, a volcanic eruption about 250 years ago that killed nearly half 
its population, and the harmful effects of colonization, the Nisga'a are in the public eye, 
awaiting the beginning of a new era in their history. The Nisga' a Treaty, ratified on April 
14, 2000, represents over one hundred and thirty years of struggle with the Canadian 
government for the recognition of their rights to the land on which the Nisga'a have lived 
for thousands of years. 
Aboriginal peoples in Canada have been asserting their rights to educational self-
governance since the mid-1970s with the publication of the National Indian 
Brotherhood's Indian control of Indian education (1972). This document was articulated 
in response to the Trudeau government's Statement of the Government of Canada on 
Indian policy of 1969, commonly known as the White Paper, whose intent was the 
integration of Aboriginal peoples into mainstream Canadian society. Causing a "political 
fiasco," the White Paper was rejected outright by First Nations peoples across Canada, 
and within four years Indian control of Indian education was adopted as official 
government policy (Miller, 1996, p. 402). 
During this time, growing concerns about the high dropout rate and a general 
dissatisfaction of educational practices in the Nass valley prompted the Nisga'a 
community and Tribal Council (NTC) to decisive action. The Nisga' a people were 
exasperated with outdated and irrelevant curricular materials in the Indian Day schools, 
lack of proper teacher supervision, and administration ofNisga' a education from outside 
the Nass valley without Nisga'a input. Thus, the community collaborated with the NTC, 
local teachers, and the province ofBritish Columbia to form, in 1975, the first and only 
school district in BC completely run by First Nations people (McKay & McKay, 1987). 
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Concerned from the outset with providing a quality education for Nisga'a youth, 
School District 92- Nisga'a (SD92) was founded on the understanding that bilingual and 
bicultural fluency would help one "live more effectively in the Canadian cultural milieu" 
(McKay & McKay, 1987, pp. 74-75). Aiming to improve student achievement, 
performance, and retention rates for local youth, the district created the Bilingual-
Bicultural Department (now the Nisga'a Language and Culture centre) for developing 
and implementing primarily Nisga'a-based curriculum. The district also provided housing 
for high school students from villages outside of New Aiyansh who attended the newly-
built Nisga'a Elementary Secondary School (NESS). Within two years, SD92 was 
operating schools in all four Nisga' a villages of Gitl~' aamiks (New Aiyansh), 
Gitwinksihlkw (Canyon City), Lakalzap (Greenville) and Gingolx (Kincolith). 
Nisga'a control of educational content, primarily as evidenced by Nisga'a 
language and culture classes in School District 92 schools, enables the Nisga'a people to 
maintain a certain amount of educational control within the confines of provincial district 
regulations. The SD92 Nisga'a Language and Culture Centre (NLC) aims to make 
schooling more relevant for local needs and goals through curriculum development and 
implementation. Nisga'a language and culture instructors use the classroom materials 
prepared by the NLC as core curricula. These materials are also available for other 
educators to use in conjunction with British Columbia provincial curricula. 
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Given the interest in promoting Nisga'a culture, and the wealth of musical 
resources in the Nass valley, this study was constructed to explore Nisga'a perspectives 
on the role of music and dance in their cultural identity and to consider its place in 
Nisga'a schools. In this thesis, I use the term "cultural performance" to denote the holistic 
and integrated nature of the experience. Cultural performance implicitly includes drama, 
movement, the playing of instruments, improvisation, regalia, and so forth as a holistic 
experience. Thus, in speaking of art and music within the Nisga'a context, I will use these 
terms in their all-compassing sense. Irwin, Rogers and Wan (1999) note, "understanding 
the relationship between land and culture is antecedent to understanding the implicit and 
explicit enactment and embodiment of culture through cultural performance. Rather than 
perceive art as a separate entity, cultural performance is a translated concept that attempts 
to interpret an integrated cultural point-of-view''(p. 198). I will also use "song" or "chant" 
and "dance" to denote the cultural experience, because many of the people I interacted 
with in the course of this research always used these words while talking about cultural 
performance. In discussions with Nisga'a people relating to appropriate terminology, it 
became clear that the use of these words implied the integrated nature of the cultural 
performance experience (as described by Irwin, Rogers and Wan, above). 
In expressing his views on the function of music in human society, 
ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl ( 1983) noted that music has the power to "control 
humanity's relationship to the supernatural, mediating between people and other beings, 
and to support the integrity of individual social groups. It does this by expressing the 
relevant central values of culture in abstracted form .... In each culture music will 
function to express a particular set of values in a particular way" (p. 159). The 
pertinence of this statement may be seen in the powerful role that song plays in 
Aboriginal societies, and particularly among the Nisga'a. This was demonstrated by the 
extensiveness and richness of the conversations generated on this topic throughout this 
study. When people found out about my interest in Nisga'a song and dance, they would 
spontaneously talk to me about their involvement in it and why that experience was 
important to them. 
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In light of the need for cultural performance curriculum materials and the 
centrality of cultural performance in Aboriginal culture, the purpose of this research is to 
promote the practice ofNisga'a music in the community and its schools. Specifically, 
this work seeks to document Nisga' a views of music and dance as a feature of cultural 
identity, identify and develop song materials within the Nisga'a community, and provide 
recommendations for the integration ofNisga'a music and dance into elementary school 
curriculum. The recommendations are based on participant input, as well as on classroom 
learning experiences, where I shared culturally appropriate songs and movement 
activities with the children in ways that respected Nisga' a ownership and traditional 
styles of cultural performance. 
Two main factors prompted me to undertake interdisciplinary research in First 
Nations music education. First, the commanding presence of First Nations drumming and 
dancing in the media's growing representations of Aboriginal issues in the political 
domain aroused my curiosity, as I was previously only aware of such expressions solely 
within the artistic domain. Second, I saw the holistic experience embodied by Nisga'a 
music and dance including speech, song, drumming and dancing as being parallel to my 
own teaching style based on active participation. Thus, upon my arrival in British 
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Columbia in 1996, I soon became aware of the vibrant power of the re-emerging 
Aboriginal cultures, and the issues of identity such a rediscovery entailed. Over the 
course of my studies at UNBC, I had the opportunity to pursue an internship in the Nass 
valley, which proved invaluable to my research. This internship, its role in my developing 
awareness of Nisga' a culture, and how it led to my thesis topic are described in further 
detail in the next chapter. 
In the following section, I present an overview of music in Nisga'a culture, the 
rationale for this research, and the conceptual framework as informed by research in 
ethnomusicology, cultural performance and aboriginal identity, and First Nations 
education. The chapter will close with a statement of the principal research problem and 
questions. 
Glimpses of a nation: Music in Nisga'a culture 
Numbering over 5000, about half the Nisga'a live on their traditional territory. 
The largest village is that of New Aiyansh, the focus of my study, where nearly one 
thousand people reside. Many people return to the Nass valley during various seasons for 
the oolichan run, the sea-lion hunt, the salmon, and harvesting mushrooms, whereupon 
they return with their bounties to their respective homes in Prince Rupert, Vancouver, or 
Ottawa. In the evenings, people are often busy with food processing and preparation, 
attending village meetings, preparing for feasts, visiting family, playing in the Harmonic 
Silver band, going to dance practice, or to a bingo game at the old community hall. Feasts 
are usually held towards the end of the week or on weekends, sometimes lasting into the 
early hours of the morning. 
Traditionally governed by the strict laws of Ayuukhl Nisga'a (oral code oflaws), 
Nisga'a conduct and customs are characterized by oral performance: stories, songs, 
dances, and ritual. 
Totally oral, the stories of Ayuuk:hl Nisga'a retain a solid base in ritual and 
are enlivened with each performance- there is no fixed or authoritative 
version; they often change in nuance. Often accompanied by songs and 
dances, they scintillate with humanity, life and the power of faith and 
imagination. (NTC, 1993, p. 4) 
Powerful performances, alive with subtle interpretations and nuances, were vital to the 
existence and survival of the people of the Nass, giving the Nisga'a people pride in their 
rich cultural base. Like many Aboriginal nations, the Nisga' a come from an oral I aural 
tradition in which singing, dancing, dramatizations and other forms of artistic expression 
are central to their history, spirituality, and connection to the land. Misunderstood by 
missionaries and governments, the effects of their colonization impacted the Nisga'a in 
6 
detrimental ways, leading to the loss of some of their traditions and customs that they are 
now working to revive. 
Rationale 
Nisga'a language teaching and curriculum development work is alive and well in 
SD92 schools. This, considering the school district' s policy ofNisga' a language and 
culture education in schools, suggests that the promotion ofNisga'a cultural performance 
is equally important as that of language for the preservation of a people's identity. The 
centrality of song, dance, and drama to Nisga'a history, spirituality, and connection to the 
land make cultural performance an important part ofNisga'a identity. The transmission 
and expression of cultural knowledge manifested through performance experiences 
would deepen the understanding oflanguage and culture for both Nisga' a and non-
Nisga' a people. Although First Nations researchers have cited culture as being central to 
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community, the presence of cultural performance materials within elementary and 
secondary school curricula does not adequately reflect its importance. Its under-
representation in the schools may be due in part to the dearth of curriculum resource 
materials in Nisga'a music and dance and to the specialized training educators feel they 
need with regards to music. Moreover, a general lack of funding for artistic disciplines in 
schools has resulted in the marginalization of the arts in schools. This 
compartmentalization of the arts is in direct conflict with Nisga'a ways oflearning, and 
the inclusion of cultural performance resources in education are especially important for 
Nisga'a schools when the centrality of the arts to Nisga'a culture is considered. Carl 
Ortrs holistic approach to music education (Orff, 1978) reflects the all-encompassing 
nature ofNisga'a cultural performance. There is a wealth of musical material present in 
the Nass from which school resources can be created, and the Nisga'a community, in 
collaboration with trained and experienced music educators, could help in the translation 
of these Nisga'a cultural performance materials for school use. 
A First Nations Studies internship in the Nass valley enabled me to experience 
Nisga'a land and culture first-hand and gave me the opportunity to discuss ideas and 
experiences with community members. Through these conversations, we were able to 
identify certain Nisga'a interests specific to cultural performance and education. We also 
discussed possibilities for collaborative thesis work to be done within the Nass 
community, whereupon I began drafting a proposal for this thesis research. 
For the thesis, I collaborated with community-wide representatives of the Nisga'a 
nation in education and the performing arts, following a collaborative research model. To 
continually ensure Nisga'a needs, goals, and protocol, I followed this research approach 
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to recognize the power of cultural performance in Nisga'a identity, to demonstrate the 
need for culturally relevant performance activities in the curriculum, and to provide 
recommendations for the integration ofNisga'a music into schooling. Participant 
observations, community-based and school-based resource groups, semi-structured 
interviews, and personal communications were used as primary sources of information to 
explore the role of cultural performance in Nisga'a identity. I then inductively analyzed 
the data collected from these sources. Based upon my analysis of the recommendations 
from participants on culturally suitable ways of increasing the understanding of cultural 
performance activities through schooling, I then planned the second phase of the 
research, incorporating elements of Carl Orff' s approach to music education. This second 
phase involved active teaching and learning in two classrooms at NESS, where the 
classroom educators became teacher I researchers working with me to share Nisga' a 
songs with the students. This phase is described more fully later on in the thesis. 
By documenting the role of song and dance in Nisga'a identity and by providing 
recommendations for its integration into school curriculum, this thesis honours Nisga'a 
voices to be heard within and outside the community. In this way, the study may 
contribute to policy-making and practice relating to Nisga' a cultural performance within 
elementary public schooling. 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework of this study is informed by two overlapping areas of 
knowledge: Aboriginal identity and the centrality of song and dance, and cultural 
performance and First Nations education. The literature in these areas provides starting 
points for school-based research in the field of music education for First Nations children. 
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This literature is further reviewed in Chapter three. 
Background research in etbnomusicology 
Ethnomusicology, the study of music in cultural contexts, relates to "music as an 
aspect of culture, and the music of oral tradition" (Randel, 1986, p. 291). Early work in 
ethnomusicology, by nature descriptive, was often based upon the recording of traditional 
or "folk" music, as it was then called. The impetus for this type of research stemmed 
from the notion that Aboriginal peoples were soon to become extinct, and that their 
cultural heritage would be forever lost. Recorded onto wax cylinders by ethnologists 
during fieldwork, songs were transcribed and later analyzed by a musicologist. Such was 
the case for the work carried out by Marius Barbeau (1951) in the Nass valley, with the 
collaboration of William Beynon, translator, Sir Ernest MacMillan, composer, and 
Marguerite D'Hamoncourt, musicologist. Although the publication ofNisga'a songs in 
this 1951 volume and accompanying recordings has preserved many of them, their 
existence in print or on very old audio recordings robs them of much of their cultural 
meaning and power. Part of the challenge for the Nisga'a people is to maintain or perhaps 
re-instill these songs with their original power as part of their cultural re-discovery. This 
study is a collaborative effort which rises to this challenge, aiming to do so in a way that 
is sensitive to the ownership of songs and dances by specific huwilp, or matrilineal 
houses. 
A view shared by some of the participants in this study was that inaccuracies in 
Barbeau's interpretations as well as his research methods caused some harm to the 
Nisga'a community. In the past, and possibly even today, researchers used previous work 
which had been misinterpreted for their own research, thus perpetuating the problem (D. 
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Nyce, pers. comm., Dec. 10, 1999). To avoid this, the present study was designed to give 
participants their own voice through a collaborative approach to research. For the 
purposes of this thesis, I used both existing archival information on Aboriginal song and 
performance for the richness of its data, as well as new primary data pertaining to the 
people of the Nass in order to get material from a "living musical system" (Myers, 1992, 
p. 3). Focusing my analysis broadly, I examine Nisga'a views of music as a significant 
feature of cultural identity and its role in schooling. 
Cultural Performance and Aboriginal Identity 
Since music is an expression of culture and an important feature of cultural 
identity, it is not surprising that literature in the field suggests that motivation and self-
esteem increase when a population's culture is maintained through the arts (e.g., works by 
Irwin & Reynolds, 1994; Kenny, 1998; McCormick, 1995). The integration of traditional 
culture and knowledge into modem society provides a positive learning environment 
where students experience success (Haig-Brown, Hodgson-Smith, Regnier, & Archibald, 
1997, p. 33; Stachowski & Mahan, 1998, p. 160). By participating in their own traditional 
cultural activities, students acknowledge and ground themselves in their culture. 
Through ceremonial chant, speech, song, drumming, dancing, regalia, and 
dramatization, First Nation peoples of the northwest coast of British Columbia (as 
elsewhere) continue to demonstrate the vitality and strength of their heritage to 
themselves and to others. These deep elements of identity are also conveyed to "the 
Other" in political arenas, as can be seen by the Nisga' a songs and dances performed at 
the Houses of Parliament in Victoria, British Columbia and Ottawa, Ontario as part of 
treaty negotiations, and during visits by dignitaries. Nisga' a cultural performance 
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traditions also continue to flourish in other settings including at the raising of totem 
poles, graduation ceremonies, and occasionally in schools. The appreciative attitudes held 
by today' s audiences of northwest coast art and music are in sharp contrast to those held 
by early traders, who perceived song ritual as an annoying but necessary part of the 
commercial transaction process (Fisher, 1991, p. 285). 
The Nisga'a, as with other Aboriginal people, emphasize the importance of 
maintaining traditional cultural performance practice. Furthermore, they note how the 
Western terminology of the "performing arts" does not reflect the integrated nature of the 
"disciplines" and their relationship to spirituality and the land. An Adnyamathanha 
person from Australia explains, "[art] is very central to the maintenance of a culture and, 
you know, could be seen as a means of celebrating ... I see art as being part of this 
holistic approach [to life] as well .... In fact, it's really hard to separate art and language, 
storytelling and dance, because they all serve the same purpose - to maintain the culture" 
(as cited in Irwin, Rogers, & Farrell, 1997, p. 17). 
First Nations parents have drawn close connections between cultural strength and 
education in a study of the relationship between First Nations communities and schools. 
These two themes emerged as features of "identity as First Nations people, that would 
give their children the strength to succeed in the world" (Wilson & Napoleon, 1997, p. 
48). The establishment of a strong relationship between school and society thus becomes 
a "dynamic network," described as "one of the emerging answers to social change" 
(Posch & Mair, 1997, p. 261). 
First Nations Education 
First Nations communities have often expressed concern regarding the constraints 
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of culturally incompatible curriculum. In the past, Aboriginal cultural tradition was 
suppressed primarily through residential schooling in an attempt to assimilate indigenous 
peoples into western society. Trickling down through the generations, the damaging 
effects of this policy on Aboriginal society have been significant factors in the high 
dropout and withdrawal rate for students of First Nations ancestry in the provincially 
regulated education system. 
Since contact, education for First Nations people has taken place primarily in a 
Western curricular and pedagogical environment, based upon Western educational 
models. The cultural conflict between traditional Aboriginal education and non-
Aboriginal curricula and pedagogical approaches, imposed upon Aboriginal people since 
early colonization, may well have contributed to current low motivation, low attendance 
rates and problems with attitudes in schools. As Vema Kirkness concludes in her report 
on current developments in First Nations education, 
The educational and socialization processes of the various First Nations 
cultures throughout this country were seriously undermined by the formal 
education system that imposed upon the people some very different values 
and denigrated their spiritual practices, their languages and their overall 
way of life. It is, therefore, the challenge to today's peoples to correct the 
situation created over three hundred years of attempted assimilation. To 
achieve this, the First Nations children of today must know their past, their 
true history, in order to understand the present and plan for the future. 
First Nations cultures must once again be respected and the traditional 
values must again be held in high esteem (1992, p. 103). 
A number of Aboriginal nations in Canada, the United States, Australia, and New 
Zealand have taken steps to address these issues by providing alternative or 
transformational models of education through complete or partial control of curriculum 
content and processes. Also seeking transformation, SD92 continues to develop and 
implement Nisga'a language and culture materials for the classroom, such as the K-3 
integrated language and culture curriculum, which is currently being piloted in Nass 
valley schools (1999). 
Through its Aboriginal Education Initiative, the British Columbia Ministry of 
Education recently published a new curriculum, Shared learnings: Integrating BC 
Aboriginal content K-10 (1998), for the incorporation of First Nations Studies into the 
conventional curriculum for educators. The small amount of Aboriginal cultural 
performance traditions included for teaching purposes presented in the volume does not 
adequately reflect the importance of music, dance, and drama (cultural performance) as 
an integral part of Aboriginal cultural fabric. 
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Many scholars (Charters-Voght, 1991 ; Haig-Brown, et al, 1997; Kirkness, 1992; 
Swisher & Deyhle, 1992) have advocated culturally relevant education for Aboriginal 
peoples. When the educational setting has been adapted to become more culturally 
relevant in its curriculum and pedagogy, positive results relating to factors of school 
success have emerged. A prime example of this is described in Haig-Brown, Hodgson-
Smith, Regnier, and Archibald's Making the spirit dance within (1997), where a central 
focus on Aboriginal culture at Joe Duquette School in Saskatchewan successfully reflects 
its First Nations context. Moreover, a number of researchers (Irwin & Reynolds, 1992; 
Kenny, 1998; McCormick, 1995), in conducting research on self-expression and 
creativity, have suggested traditional arts as one of the paths to improved self-esteem and 
healing. 
The review of the literature in the areas of Aboriginal identity, First Nations 
education, and ethnomusicological research relating to the Nisga'a illustrates gaps in my 
area of study. It is clear that the available documentation in performing arts for schools 
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inadequately represents First Nations voices. Available curricula in First Nations 
education is heavily focused on social studies and science, and provides few cultural 
performance resources for classroom use. Considering the significance of song and dance 
in Aboriginal culture in general and in Nisga'a culture in particular, this is an important 
area in which complementary resources could be of benefit. 
In keeping with research by the people for the people, my study design reflected 
flexibility, in which participating community members provided input and adapted 
methodological procedures at times, such as rephrasing the in-depth interview questions 
to make them more culturally appropriate. Moreover, it provided tangible results back to 
the community in the form of music and movement activity guidelines, professional 
development for educators, and starting points for curriculum development in Nisga'a 
music and movement. 
FtesearchProblem 
Two sources informed the starting points for this research: a literature review and 
general observations and exchanges during my internship. This internship enabled 
community representatives and me to meet and informally discuss issues relating to arts 
education and practice in the Nass valley. The following starting points for research were 
identified. First, a review of the literature indicated that Aboriginal perspectives on the 
importance of music and cultural performance are on an equal footing with the need for 
language instruction. Second, there is a lack ofNisga'a music and dance curriculum and 
classroom resources available for community and school use, despite rich resources of 
knowledge within the community. 
Research Questions 
The purpose of this thesis was to give a voice to representatives of the Nisga'a 
nation in the work towards an integrated cultural performing arts curriculum in their 
schools. Through the following research questions, I sought to engage Nisga'a 
participants in conversations about Nisga' a music, dance, and drama in identity and 
education: 
a) What are Nisga'a views of cultural performance as a feature of cultural identity? 
b) How can Nisga'a cultural performance materials be developed and implemented in a 
way that will reflect and honour their importance? 
Summary 
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Traditional culture and knowledge, when integrated into modem society, provide 
a positive learning environment where students can experience success. It is expected that 
participating in their nation's traditional cultural activities will help students acknowledge 
and ground themselves in their culture. A participatory approach to research was taken 
for this thesis, involving collaboration with community-wide representatives of the 
Nisga'a Nation in education and the performing arts. This collaborative process involved 
extensive dialogue with various members of the community, individually or in groups, 
and cooperative implementation strategies. The research questions were aimed at 
generating information regarding cultural performance as an important feature ofNisga'a 
identity, and recommendations for the integration ofNisga'a music, dance, and drama 
(cultural performance) activities into school and community life. In this way, this work 
may help make the Nisga'a Nation's voice heard within the public school setting, and 
contribute to the cultural revitalization the region is experiencing, by helping make the 
elementary school experience consonant with Nisga'a cultural performance. In the 
following chapter, I discuss how my own cultural background, training, and experience 
led to my interest in this thesis topic. I also present background information on Nisga' a 






Qualitative research recognizes that the world is filtered through our personal 
lenses. -According to Dr. Anne C. Lindsay, educational researcher at the University of 
Arkansas, the most effective communication is achieved when the researcher has 
theoretical, professional, and personal knowledge of the research process (pers. comm., 
Oct. 5, 1998). In light of this, the following information illustrates my position as a non-
First Nations person working with a First Nations group, and the means by which my 
experiences and knowledge helped facilitate the dialogue this study entailed. I also 
discuss how the internship in the Nass valley enabled me to establish starting points for 
this research. 
Although Canadian by birth, my Armenian cultural heritage is an integral part of 
my identity, infusing my values and beliefs with its unique flavor. The traditions and 
mores of much of my Armenian upbringing have a long history, and through this shared 
experience, forge a bond between other Armenians and myself Though many of us are 
scattered across the world, forced away from our recently-regained homeland because of 
centuries of ongoing persecution by the nations which surround us, we are a community 
held together by language, history, art and material culture, music, and dance. Knowing 
and being able to express these manifestations of my identity gives me a framework from 
which I can see the world, and empowers me as a minority person in a Western social 
environment. My ethnic identity, combined with a love of music and movement, a 
lifelong curiosity about human interaction, and my teaching experience in a highly 
multicultural setting sensitized me to the possibilities of promoting cross-cultural 
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understanding through song and dance for children. My interest in music prompted me to 
complete a Bachelor of Music performance at McGill University, and my interest in 
teaching, a Diploma in Music Education at the same institution. Soon after graduation, 
the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal offered me a full-time music specialist 
position, where I taught for five years at several elementary schools. This experience 
consisted in teaching music, movement and dance, voice, and instruments to children 
from 4 to 11 years old, and directing various ensembles such as choirs, recorder groups, 
and other instrumental ensembles. Much of my experience was gained in schools where 
the learning of the French language was a primary objective- either at immersion schools 
or ones with "welcome classes" where recent immigrant children were placed so they 
could learn French. Partly due to my own ethnic background, school objectives, and to 
the highly multicultural clientele served by the schools where I was employed, my 
teaching style reflected an approach based on active participation in musical activities of 
a holistic nature through the use of musics of the world, especially folk songs. To 
enhance the child's language skills, we also sang a number of songs in French throughout 
the school year. In this way, the children maintained their enthusiasm towards music 
class, I thrived on the challenges of learning about the cultural background of the new 
students I met and on the wealth of materials available for use in class, and a great deal of 
support was generated in the community for the continuing inclusion of the music and 
movement program at the school. 
During these five years, I was a continuing student enrolled in courses relating to 
music for children offered by universities in Montreal, Vancouver, and Salzburg, Austria. 
I was also an active member of several music teachers' associations, regularly attending 
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conferences in Canada and the United States. I mention these experiences because my 
own experience in the classroom and my exposure to cross-cultural experiences in music 
education reinforced my sense of the power of music and movement across all cultures. 
The Internship 
In March and April of 1999, as part of my M.A. in Interdisciplinary Studies at 
UNBC, I completed a First Nations Studies Internship in New Aiyansh, British 
Columbia. Most of the work was carried out in the locales of the Nisga'a Tribal Council 
office (NTC), the Nisga'a Elementary Secondary School (NESS), the Wilp Wil~o'oskwhl 
Nisga'a University-College (WWN), and the SD92 Nisga'a Language and Culture centre 
(NLC). The internship involved four types of work comprising various activities relating 
to music, namely: consulting, performing, transcribing songs, and teaching. Working 
with community singers, dancers, and instrumentalists, I provided several types of 
musical services for the community such as attending and assisting in band and choir 
rehearsals, piano accompaniment, clarinet accompaniment, and general music tutoring. 
Working with the NTC, I recorded, listened to, and transcribed traditional songs and 
conversations about their context, and made an inventory of the 1927 Barbeau song files 
and of other research in the NTC archives pertaining to Nisga'a music. The work carried 
out in conjunction with SD92 included song transcriptions (see Appendix A) and 
discussions for the eventual development of a culturally relevant music curriculum. 
These experiences enabled me to interact with a wide range of community 
members, both Aboriginal and people of other ethnicities. They included elementary and 
secondary school educators and School District administrators~ WWN employees, Board 
members, and students~ members and chair of the Ayuukhl Nisga'a department at the 
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NTC; directors of music and dance ensembles, and others. 
This internship was very meaningful for me as it allowed me to gain insight into 
the lived experience of coastal Aboriginal people on a reserve far from any major urban 
centre. My interest in the Nisga'a people and their way of life, as well as my concern to 
"give back" in some meaningful way in return for the knowledge I gained, were major 
contributing factors not only in providing me with this understanding, but also in 
fostering mutual respect. 
Furthermore, in confirming that music and dance were and are central to Nisga'a 
culture, this First Nations Studies internship helped me establish starting points for 
exploratory research in Nisga'a music and movement education. For instance, one of the 
first impromptu conversations I had in New Aiyansh on this topic was with Sim'oogit 
Minee'eskw [Rod Robinson], an important political figure and Chair of Ayuukhl Nisga'a, 
who welcomed me into his office and painted quite an extensive picture of the history, 
characteristics and role ofNisga'a music, complete with songs and colourful descriptions. 
Every Nisga'a person I interacted with during the course of this study had experienced 
the music and dance in one form or another, whether as an active listener I observer or 
participant in the performance experience. Their verbal and written support of my 
research indicated the meaning that these experiences held for them-- members of the 
Nisga'a community were clearly offering their collaboration for the research to take 
place. 
As I got to know more people, my interactions with community members in day-
to-day activities helped define my role as an active participant in the community and 
shaped my experience into a highly meaningful and necessary preparation for this 
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research. Aiming to gain experience in successfully collaborating with First Nations 
people, I found that my efforts towards non-interference, listening, sharing, investment of 
time, and being honest about my own experiences and limitations enhanced cross-cultural 
communication. I thus became more aware of the community, the culture, and the context 
in which I was to carry out my thesis research, thus making it more culturally relevant as 
well as methodologically appropriate. 
Nisga• a cultural performance 
It is clear to anyone who has ever actively participated in music or 'dance 
performance that the written word hardly captures the sense of vitality imparted by the 
powerful rhythms and gestures, majestic regalia, and distinctive chanting of the Nisga'a 
cultural performance experience. To better understand the concepts upon which this 
thesis work is designed, it is important to attempt a description, however pale in 
comparison. What follows is a general description and analysis ofNisga'a music, its 
various roles in Nisga'a culture, song and instrument characteristics, and its relationship 
to the total art experience. As there is little written documentation on Nisga'a music in 
particular, the sources I used for this section were largely based upon my field notes, 
some documentation shared with me by Nisga'a community members, and verbal data. I 
also examined the songs I transcribed during my internship in New Aiyansh for general 
characteristics of songs that were recommended for children. 
Nisga'a music assumes a variety of roles in the culture's ceremonial and social 
contexts, including the potlatch, life cycles, history, war, and within informal settings 
such as berry-picking or child-rearing. Songs with many of these connections continue to 
have a presence in today's society, although in a different context than originally 
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intended. For example, lullabies were likely sung within the family setting, or while 
showing the child to others during feasts. Today, a well-known lullaby within the Nisga'a 
community is the Lawbuu song Gak'etkwhl Hlgu Gibuu, or "the young wolf is calling" 
(see Appendix A). This song has been part of the Gitl~t'aamiks Ceremonial Dancers' 
repertoire since the cultural revitalization of the 1970s, and is often now performed in the 
public sphere, including the political one, as noted in the previous chapter. 
Nisga' a musical expressions are symbols connecting the natural and supernatural 
elements of life. This "profound dialogue" between both worlds enables concepts such as 
the story, space, beauty, vision, community, and intuition to emerge within the context of 
Aboriginal reality (Kenny, 1996, p.75). A Nisga'a person familiar with cultural practices, 
Chester Moore, speaks of the Halayt, a powerful person bridging the physical and 
metaphysical through his encounters with the Naxnoq, a Nisga'a spirit, and extensive 
training. As with the Halayt, chieftains who have been through the rigorous cleansing 
training may also receive songs from the Naxnoq (1995, p.2). Music and dance are an 
important part of the Nisga'a origin myth, the T~seemsim Adaawak (Creation Story). The 
songs in this story may also represent symbols of supernatural power transmitted from 
spirit to human (Randel, 1986, p.34). 
The yukw, or Nisga'a settlement feast, has been described as, "a highly structured 
system for celebrating life and an orderly manner to grieve the loss of a loved one while 
acknowledging the heir or lineal descent" (Moore, 1995, p. 1). Several songs are 
associated with mourning, including the lament, songs of remembrance, and songs 
symbolizing the end of the sorrow (Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay], pers. 
comm., July 30, 1999). Other song types include welcome songs, paddling songs, 
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lullabies or cradle songs, berry-picking songs, teasing songs, love songs, and more. As 
such, there seem to be few songs performed for passive listening. Moreover, songs were 
seen as individual, house, or clan property, and with the exception of universal or 
"common bowl" songs, were not performed by people across houses or clans. 
Along with berry-picking songs, the lullaby was designated by several members 
of the Nisga'a community as suitable for children to learn. Some of these lullabies have 
deep meanings reflecting Nisga'a values and ideals, which may enhance the self-image 
and welfare of children by instilling a sense of security in their environment (Ksim Sook' 
[Nita Morven], 1994, p.2). Ksim Sook' (Nita Morven) also points out the positive 
enculturating effects of Naahl Hanak', the lullaby she examined, saying, "when the spirit 
of such a precious infant is being fed with ever so encouraging words, through the means 
of such a lullaby, her future ... her destiny .. . can only be perceived as a hopeful and 
promising one, indeed" (p. 4 ). 
Nisga' a songs: Musical characteristics 
Nisga'a songs are monophonic, primarily vocal, accompanied by non-pitched 
percussion instruments, especially rattles and drums. Transmitted orally, they consist of 
composed songs that are passed on largely unchanged from generation to generation. 
Although not improvisational by nature, extemporizations come through in parts of some 
songs, such as the beginning and repeated sections of Gak 'etkwhl Hlgu Gibuu in its 
recreation of the wolf cry. Animal cries, vocables, 1 some word or phrase repetition, and 
complex rhythms characterize many Nisga'a songs. Many songs are pentatonic, 
1 Vocables are syllables with no semantic meaning. Referred to as "song words" by the Suya people of 
Brazil (Kaemmer, 1993, p.72), they are an intrinsic part of many Nisga' a songs. Aboriginal writer Paula 
Gunn Allen sees the repetitive nature of phrases of vocables as having an entrancing effect, saying, "in this 
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sometimes with six or seven tones, and often have a wide melodic range. 
Different levels of stories and songs were transmitted to children according to 
their stage of readiness (Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven], pers. comm., July 21, 1999). It is 
interesting to note that the songs participants alluded to as suitable for children to sing, 
some of which I transcribed during my internship, reflected less musical complexity than 
other songs. For example, all of these songs were composed of between 2 and 6 tones, as 
illustrated by the following figure: 
Figure 2. 
Sol-fa Tonal Structure ofNisga'a Songs 
5 Do, re, mi, sol, la 
6 Do, re, mi. fa. sol, (la 




Only 2 of the 11 songs above contain semitones (underlined); the majority are 
anhemitonic, 2 and contain whole-tone or pentatonic scale degrees. Specifically within 
these songs, rhythms are usually clearly defined and in duple meter.3 The Wii lik'insgum 
Gat, or Grizzly Bear person rhyme sung with Hanak' am La~syoon [Sharlene Morven]'s 
way, the participants become literally one with the universe, for they lose consciousness of mere 
individuality and share the consciousness that characterizes most orders ofbeing" (1992, p.63). 
2 Anhemitonic= lacking semitones. 
3 Duple meter, or time, is when the unit of pulse within a measure or bar recurs in groups of 2, as in 2/4 or 
4/4. In the case of compound duple meter, this unit is further subdivided into a group of 3 (as in 6/8). 
Kindergarten class is in compound duple meter (see Appendix A). Moreover, the 
identified songs are not of a deeply ceremonial nature as in the highly personalized 
laments, for instance, and some are often performed in public by Nisga' a dancers. It is 
important to note here that although these songs were recommended for school use by 
various people, I did not apply for permission to actually do so except for the songs 
implemented at NESS (reprinted in Appendix A). 
Instruments 
The complexity of the human voice as musical instrument is such that Nisga'a 
songs imperfectly translate into Western musical notation. Although transcriptions do 
give an excellent idea of a song's melody, the inflections and individual interpretations 
which personalize each performance are nearly impossible to convey. (I have purposely 
not given dynamic indications or other interpretive signs in the appendixes for these 
songs are still very much a part of the Nisga'a oral tradition, and further research and 
authentication would be required to avoid misinterpretation.) 
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To accompany vocal interpretation, Nisga'a instruments play layered rhythmic 
ostinati, 4 mostly with drums, rattles, and other non-pitched percussion instruments such 
as rhythm sticks and animal hooves sewn onto regalia. Referred to as idiophones, these 
instruments produce sound by the vibration of their own primary material (Randel, 1986, 
p.389), such as the great box drum, entirely made of wood in the style of the bentwood 
box, and frame drums of differing sizes. Representing leadership, drums were 
traditionally played by men, and symbolize the heartbeat of the Nisga'a at ceremonies 
(SD92, 1992, p.4). Many of these instruments were elaborately carved and painted with 
clan crests and symbols. 
Aboriginal aesthetics and the total experience 
The Nisga'a musical experience is a remarkable integration and expression of 
cultural dynamics, combining acoustics, visuals or materials, and kinesics for a total 
experience of the senses. The wide gulf between Western and non-Western musical 
tradition is described by Doug Goodkin, a music educator concerned with music in the 
ecology curriculum: 
If we are to create an ecological civilization modeled from primal cultures, 
we must notice the role of music in such cultures. When we think of music 
and nature, we're more apt to think about Beethoven's Pastoral Symphony 
than the Hopi Snake Dance, yet the two sensibilities are light years apart. 
One is a romantic sonic portrait of nature, the other, a dynamic, 
transformative participation in natural forces and life forms. This seamless 
blend of spirits, gods, natural energies, plants, and animals, can be found 
across a variety of primary cultures, experienced directly in the body 
through dance and in the voice through song, awakened through drums, 
flutes, rattles, strings and completed in community ritual. Music and dance 
are not pleasant, optional enrichments in such cultures- they are at the 
heart of the culture itself In hunting cultures, hunters learn their prey 
through imitation in dance and song. In planting cultures, the Earth is 
awakened by drumming and dancing. Such earth-based music and dance 
seems alien to much of the West. (1994, p.71) 
Nisga'a stories, songs, and dramatizations present a way of"being in the 
moment" (Kenny,1996, p.75). Along with dance, art and material culture, these 
features enacting Nisga'a life and living will be discussed in Chapter five, within 
the context of the total cultural performance experience in education. 
Connections between cultural performance and healing, and the role of 
education are strong when one examines the allegories and metaphors symbolized 
by stories and song texts. Metaphors abound in these texts, and with their poetic 
nature, evoke various meanings and interpretations. Evolved over centuries, 
4 Musical phrases or patterns, persistently repeated through all or sections of a piece. 
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"myths, prayers, songs, chants, sand paintings, and music are used to return the 
patient symbolically to the source of tribal energy. Indigenous philosophy does 
not separate healing from art or religion" (Dufrene & Coleman, 1994, p. 146). 
Through the Nisga'a lullaby, "the process of development begins in . .. a 
constructive fashion" to ensure the child's welfare (Morven, 1994, p.4). 
Cultural performance and colonization 
The impact of colonization, primarily through residential schooling and the 
Potlatch law banning the practice ofNisga'a cultural performance, led to the loss of some 
Nisga'a traditions and customs. For this reason, it is important to look at the policies and 
practices that led to some of the challenges that Aboriginal people across Canada are 
facing today. 
Church and State: Aboriginal education policy and practice 
From early contact until the publication of the Trudeau government's White Paper 
in 1969, missionaries have played an important role in the history of Aboriginal 
education. Mission and industrial residential schooling, carried out by religious 
organizations with state collaboration, became instruments of assimilationist policy. To 
see how the different types of schools were a manifestation of both authorities ' different, 
yet concordant, intentions for the Aboriginal peoples of Canada, it is necessary to 
examine Church and State motivations behind residential schooling. 
The Church 
Go ye therefore, and teach all nation, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe 
all things whatsoever I have commanded you. Matthew 28: 19-20. 
The principal motivation of the Church was the conversion of Aboriginal people 
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to Christianity (c.fworks by Grant, 1992~ Huel, 1996~ Miller, 1996). By enforcing 
Christian values and virtues through religious instruction within the residential school 
system, the Church attempted to achieve the moral, social, and economic regeneration of 
First Nations people. In describing this missionary impulse, Grant (1992) notes the 
widespread belief "that the millennia! reign of Christ would come only when the gospel 
had been diffused throughout the world" (p. 9). Hence, First Nations people, who did not 
have the "civilized" elements fundamental to Christianity, were perceived as being 
heretics and sometimes even sub-human. According to the evangelists, the "morality" of 
First Nations people had to be protected (Grant, 1992, p.14)~ they had to become 
"civilized," and education, along with baptism, would be the major stepping stones on the 
path toward Christianization. In 1851, Bishop Mazenod's Instruction emphasized 
religious instruction and the practice of sedentary living, a Christian work ethic, and other 
virtues for First Nations people in order for them to conform to traditional Euro-Canadian 
values and beliefs. Hence, education of young children would be used as a vehicle to 
spread the word of Christ and to strengthen religious beliefs (Huel, 1996, p. 99). 
The State 
The State's principal objectives, on the other hand, were twofold: the acquisition 
of land and the inexpensive "civilization" of the Indian (c.f works by Barman, 1995~ 
Miller, 1996). With the Indian Act of 1851, Aboriginal people in Canada were deemed to 
be wards of the State, and had certain rights such as access to education and health care. 
This clause would be often seen as a great burden by the authorities, and ways to cut 
down or altogether eliminate the "Indian problem" were always being sought. 
The early Western settlers held a very dim view of Aboriginal people, believing 
that their nomadic way of life was such that they were unable to efficiently use the land 
allotted to them. Therefore, in the mid- 1800s, a policy of assimilation to solve the 
"Indian problem" became official policy (Daniels, 1973, p. 88). This policy was to 
include the systematic implementation of schooling for First Nations children with 
missionaries in every school (Grant, 1984; Titley, 1986), thereby leading "the Indian 
people ... to mingle with the white race in the ordinary avocations of life" (Spragge, 
1871). Education would bring about self-sufficiency, enabling the Aboriginal person to 
become a part of mainstream society. 
There were three types of schooling, seen as a three-step process toward 
assimilation (Wotherspoon & Satzewich, 1993, p. 120). The first was the boarding 
school, whose role was to remove the students from their cultural roots and traditions, 
and familiarize themselves with those of the dominant culture. The second were 
industrial schools, for the purpose of integrating the student into a Euro-Canadian work 
environment. The third was the day school, where the "assimilated" Aboriginal student 




Industrial schools were implemented in response to the general failure of boarding 
schools as an assimilation tool. In 1871, Nicholas Flood Davin was hired by the federal 
government to examine the Aboriginal schooling experience in the United States. Highly 
impressed by the industrial system established there, Davin recommended the 
implementation of a similar program in Canada with the collaboration of the Church. Dr. 
Egerton Ryerson, who had been a missionary at the Credit River School, had previously 
advocated a similar program in 184 7. His proposal of a "manual labour" school program, 
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also based upon the American model, resulted in the opening of two schools operating on 
a 'half-day system' (Miller, 1996, p.83). There were two main economic advantages of 
the Church-State alliance: one was the use of existing mission schools, described as "an 
economy move alleviating the federal government from having to create and maintain 
their own institutions" (Barman, 1995, 65), and the other, that the teacher might be an 
"enthusiastic person, with ... a motive power beyond anything pecuniary remuneration 
could supply" (Davin, 1879, p.15). 
The appointment ofDuncan Campbell Scott as Superintendent of Indian 
education in 1909 brought about further change in the nature of residential schooling. As 
before, "[residential] schools were viewed by both [the church and the state] as the great 
crucibles in which young Indians would shed their ancestral ways" (Titley, 1986, p.18). It 
was still felt that children's links to history and culture must be severed in order to 
civilize them, and that they should be kept away from their homes. The haphazard nature 
of Scott's educational reform of residential schooling led to the closure of some 
residential schools, which enabled the opening of day schools closer to home (pp.88-89). 
Then in 1946-1948, a joint parliamentary committee examined the Indian Act, openly 
rejected the policy of assimilation, and recommended the integration of Aboriginal 
children into the public school system (Titley, 1986, p. 93). As discussed earlier, the 
outright rejection of the 1969 White Paper by First Nations people throughout Canada 
prompted the creation of the National Indian Brotherhood' s assertion of educational self-
governance (1972). Despite the adoption of this document as official policy the following 
year, residential schooling continued well into the 1970s (Miller, 1996), and many 
Nisga' a were sent to residential schools as far away as Edmonton, Alberta. 
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From the description above, it can be seen that the periods of Aboriginal 
education for the First Nations peoples of Canada are characterized by paternalistic and 
assimilationist policy. Legislation always had, as its ultimate goal, Indian self-sufficiency 
within a Euro-Canadian context resulting in the relinquishment of recognized Indian 
status (Wotherspoon & Satzewich, 1993; and government documents, from Spragge's 
Statement, 1871, to the White Paper, 1969). Thus, the alliance between the Church and 
the State reflected a mutual concordance of both Church and State policy. A school 
system subsidized by the federal government and carried out by the Church seemed to be 
the ideal partnership for both parties to achieve their respective intentions for Aboriginal 
people. Moreover, with the near-total control of First Nations children by the two most 
powerful forces in Euro-Canadian culture, Aboriginal education was a vehicle by which 
this dominant culture asserted their hegemony (Wotherspoon & Satzewich, 1993, p.115). 
Through this institutionalization of the transmission of 'superior' Euro-Canadian beliefs 
and values, cultural and therefore social reproduction was assured and legitimized 
(Giroux, 1981, p. 71). The ethnocentric perspective of a given denomination was not only 
part of the prescribed curriculum but was perpetuated through the hidden curriculum as 
well, as could be seen from the prodigious number of prayers included in the daily 
routine imposed upon the students during their waking hours. The promotion of Christian 
virtues combined with religious instruction and prayer created a model of the status quo, 
called "civilization" and "Christianization," for which education was to become a vehicle 
for social reproduction. 
Assaults on cultural performance and related regalia 
Residential schooling and the advent of Christianity which saw singing, 
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drumming and dancing as heathen rituals were the main factors damaging the practice of 
cultural performance. Education was seen as a "sacred duty" (Davin, 1879, p. 11 ), and for 
this reason reflected the paternalistic attitude assumed b~ the dominant nation. Similar to 
the evangelists' objective of Christianizing, the government thought they must sever 
children' s links to history and culture (Titley, 1986, p. 75). Their mythology had to be 
taken away in order to civilize them (Davin, 1879, p. 14 ), and an academic, practical, and 
moral education was seen as the answer (Grant, 1984, p. 82). Students who were sent to 
residential schools sometimes did not return to their homes and families, and many of 
those who did were not familiar with the language, stories and songs of their ancestors. 
Thus, age-old oral histories were not passed on and resulted in the interruption or actual 
loss of some of the knowledge which Aboriginal people have had, as the Nisga'a say, 
"from time immemorial." Two other important events affecting the practice of songs and 
dances, as well as the disappearance of art and material culture from the Nass valley, 
were what Douglas Cole (1985) referred to as "the scramble for northwest coast 
artifacts," as well as the official prohibition of the potlatch in 1884. 
The years between 1875 and 1930 proved to be a tumultuous period for museums 
in Europe, Canada, and the United States. During this time, many museums were 
growing, expanding or newly being built. A great number of anthropologists, 
ethnologists, and collectors were sent to the Northwest Coast to seek out and acquire, by 
whatever means necessary, artifacts for these museums. In their rush to preserve the art of 
a culture thought to be very nearly extinct, the "scramble" in the Nass continued "until it 
seemed that almost everything not nailed down or hidden was gone" (NTC, n.d., p. 7). 
Moreover, many missionaries perceived drumming and dancing as heathen 
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rituals, and encouraged Nisga'a people who converted to Christianity to give up their art 
and material cultural artifacts. According to the Nisga'a Tribal Council, although some 
people voluntarily cooperated in the artifact market or offered gifts as tokens of respect, 
The Nisga'a ... who converted to Christianity were often coerced· in fear 
of eternal damnation- into giving up their rattles, head-dresses, ... masks, 
and totem poles. Many missionaries sold the artifacts to traders who in 
turn sold them to museums around the world .... To show they were 
serious about wanting Christian salvation, . . . [some] handed over 
ceremonial regalia ... to missionaries for destruction. Sometimes the 
pieces were burned; often missionaries kept or sold them. Tragically, 
missionaries also mistook Nisga' a family symbols for shamanism or 
idolatry. (n.d., p. 29) 
The Potlatch Law 
In the belief that "the Church and school cannot flourish where the 'Potlatching' 
holds sway," and that participants in the potlatch "reduce themselves to beggary and 
distress," missionaries and Indian Agents wrote to provincial and federal governments in 
the 1870s to encourage the suppression of this "demoralizing" practice (C. Bryant, as 
cited in LaViolette, 1973, p.42). In 1884, Sir John A. Macdonald introduced Bill87 in 
which a series of amendments to the Statutes of Canada were presented, saying, "the third 
clause provides that celebrating the 'Potlatch' is a misdemeanour .... The departmental 
officers and the clergymen unite in affirming that it is absolutely necessary to put this 
practice down" (as cited in LaViolette, 1973, p.43). The legislation read as follows: 
[Section 3:] Every Indian or other person who engages in or assists in 
celebrating the Indian festival known as the "Potlach" or in the Indian 
dance known as the "Tamanawas" is guilty of a misdemeanour, and shall 
be liable to imprisonment for a term of not more than six nor less than two 
months in any gaol or other place of confinement; and any Indian or other 
person who encourages, either directly or indirectly, an Indian or Indians 
to get up such a festival or dance, or to celebrate the same, or who shall 
assist in the celebration of same is guilty of a like offense, and shall be 
liable to the same punishment. (As cited in LaViolette, 1973, p.43) 
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These amendments were approved within a matter of months, and the ban on the potlatch 
became law until the revision of the Indian Act in 1951. 
Nisga' a resistance to the potlatch ban was strong, and they used a later amendment 
made to the law as an excuse for holding further feasts. In 1886, Methodist missionary 
Mr. Green wrote a letter addressed to the Deputy Superintendent-General oflndian 
Affairs to express dissatisfaction and confusion towards the way the law was being 
observed- or rather, not observed, in the Nass: 
I wish to refer to the abuse of the Potlach law .. .. A year ago I received a 
letter from Judge Elliott, asking me to read the law on this question to the 
Indians who still engaged in the nefarious practice. The majority received 
the law kindly, and would abide by it. Afterwards a circular from Dr. 
Powell [Superintendent of Indian Affairs in Victoria, BC] announcing that 
the law was not intended to restrict potlaching for the return of presents 
received. This is really the vital point of the potlatch, for, as at each time 
they meet, they give presents, this potlaching must go on forever. I hold 
Dr. Powell responsible for the terrible state of affairs existing in that [Nass 
River] region during the last year, for had he not sent that circular, the 
whole thing would have died out. As it is the Indians state openly in their 
feasts that they have the authority of Dr. Powell for their actions, and 
furthermore, when complaints are made to Judge Elliott, he will not take 
action in the matter (shielding himself with Dr. Powell's circular). (As 
cited in LaViolette, 1973, p. 52) 
Rev. James McCullagh, a missionary who greatly impacted the Nisga'a people, 
presented and published a paper in 1899 on the Nisga'a potlatch to help other 
missionaries understand the ramifications of this ritual. He says, "I think it important. . . to 
lay before you as much as I know concerning this custom, for it seems to me that upon 
the thorough eradication of its principles from the Indian mind depends, humanly 
speaking, the permanency of the results of our work." (p. 2). In doing so, he 
acknowledges the great importance of feasting within Nisga'a society. With potlatches 
still being held fifteen years after the ban was put into effect, McCullagh also expressed 
frustration towards the government for its inadequate enforcement of the potlatch law, 
suggesting its amendment for the protection of the newly-converted (p.20). 
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In 1951, the Indian Act was amended to return the right of potlatching and 
feasting to Aboriginal nations in Canada. The Nisga'a cultural revival initiated by Wii 
Gyadim Skaa~ [Eli Gosnell] in the late 1960s spawned the creation of dance groups in 
each of the Nisga'a villages, and more recently, in Vancouver, Prince Rupert, and 
Terrace. These dance groups can be seen performing every year at "Cultural Night" at the 
annual Nisga'a Tribal Council convention. Traditional Nisga'a art and material cultural 
artifacts are on their way back from museum collections around the globe, returning to 
the Nass valley to once again re-assume their rightful places in Nisga'a heritage. The 
Nisga'a are actively working to revitalize many aspects oftheir long- misunderstood 
culture, and hope to return the vitality of music to the songs and dances that exist deep in 
the memories of elders and in museum archives. 
CHAPTER THREE 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Unless a child learns about the forces which shape him: the history of his 
people, their values and customs, their language, he will never really 
know himself or his potential as a human being. 
National Indian Brotherhood (1972, p.9) 
In this chapter, I discuss the literature that fonned the background for this study. 
This study focused on the role of cultural perfonnance as a feature ofNisga'a identity 
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and on developing of curriculum for the Nisga'a public school system which reflects and 
honours the important role cultural perfonnance continues to play for the Nisga'a people. 
In order to prepare myself for this task, I researched published and unpublished 
documents which included a variety of books, journal articles, anthologies, conference 
papers, government documents, and graduate dissertations relevant to the topic. I have 
examined sources that present Indigenous perspectives, either written by or in close 
collaboration with Aboriginal people, as well as curriculum documents and 
ethnomusicological work. 
The literature revealed a broad range of features of identity for Aboriginal people 
which consistently emphasized the interconnectedness of music, art, and cultural 
perfonnance as an integral part oflife. These aspects are interrelated for the Nisga'a 
people as well-- music, dance, and dramatizations are vital cultural symbols, representing 
multiple meanings which reflect social, political, economic, spiritual, and educational 
dynamics of the culture. 
The literature also revealed that the conflict between Aboriginal and mainstream 
educational contexts and content results in alienation and identity conflict for First 
Nations students. Many Aboriginal people believe that transmitting cultural identity to 
--- --------------------------------------------------------------------------------. 
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First Nations youth will revitalize Aboriginal arts, and educating the whole child will be 
of great benefit to their self-esteem. Through culturally relevant curriculum and a holistic 
education, the child will develop and uphold a strong sense of cultural identity. 
Culture is maintained not only through the arts, but also through curriculum. 
However, First Nations cultural performance is under-represented in British Columbia's 
prescribed curriculum, thus perpetuating the marginalization of the arts. Successful 
examples of culturally relevant educational models emphasize strong links between the 
student and the community, and deepen the meaning of the learning experience for 
Aboriginal youth. 
Some people of First Nations ancestry in B.C. and beyond have recovered a 
positive sense of identity through artistic expression, seeing it as a path towards healing 
from the negative consequences suffered through colonization. A holistic concept of 
education and the integration of traditional knowledge into schooling has also been 
suggested as a means to de-colonization. Carl Orff's philosophy of music and dance 
education (1978), in which I have been trained as I noted in the previous chapter, strongly 
reflects the holistic and creative learning experience of performance expressions. Music 
education activities reflecting the Orff approach incorporate many elements with which 
Nisga'a children are already familiar. For these reasons, I thought Orff's model of music 
education might be a suitable one for Nisga'a schools. Below, I present some of the 
literature that relates to these concepts. 
Aboriginal identity and the centrality of song and dance 
In an article on Aboriginal identity based upon a report commissioned by the 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples [RCAP], J.W. Berry (1999) deals with the 
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concept of acculturation within the aboriginal context, focusing primarily on the impacts 
on cultural identity of contact and continuing relations between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal peoples. Beginning with a definition of the primary factors composing 
cultural identity, including traditional culture, family and social relations, land and 
environment, and residential schooling, Berry goes on to show the high degree of 
interrelatedness among these factors. He also discusses the feelings of loss and confusion 
suffered by aboriginal peoples as a result of historical and contemporary experience, as 
well as the means by which First Nations are trying to cope and renew their cultural 
identity. 
Music and dance as cultural expression 
Careful anthropological analyses provide a foundation for comparative 
discussions of the role and function of music in society in John Kaemmer's Music in 
Human Life (1993). Kaemmer offers a detailed exploration of the meanings of music 
both in Western and non-Western cultures. Comparing and contrasting perceptions about 
music as fine art, entertainment or ritual, the author shows the wide variety of beliefs and 
attitudes held towards music and dance. He also discusses issues of ownership and 
accessibility with examples from Nettl's 1989 study of Blackfoot music, factors involved 
in determining the social legitimacy of music within a given society, as well as the close 
relationship between music and language. Topics such as ownership of songs and dances 
are directly relevant to the Nisga'a, as are hallmarks of social legitimacy. Kaemmer's 
highlighting of the close relationship between song and dance echoes Berry's study 
(1999) which states how traditional culture forms a major part of indigenous cultural 
identity. 
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The power and vitality of song are recognized by a number of other Aboriginal 
nations in the cultural performance context. Ethnomusicologist Luke Lassiter (1997) 
describes how song is a vital cultural symbol for Aboriginal peoples, on an equal footing 
with language for the maintenance of a distinctive way of life. He notes how the song 
tradition was most emphasized in his conversations with community members about the 
Gourd Dance. Other song traditions were also discussed in these conversations on dance, 
illustrating their strength as a feature of cultural identity. 
In Native American Dance, Charlotte Heth (1992) presents a collection of 
photographs and essays dealing with the history, structure and meaning of dance in 
contemporary indigenous nations. Including essays by Mohawk, Pueblo, Zapotec and 
Lakota authors, the book offers detailed descriptions of the individual dances, their 
origins and mythological significance. Furthermore, the authors discuss the social, 
political and economic roles played by these dances within their individual nations. For 
example, dances were traditionally passed on from one nation to another as a result of 
trade or warfare, leading to a sharing of music and songs between neighboring nations. 
There is evidence of a war on Bear Glacier, near the Pacific coast, where the Ts'its'awet 
lost to the Nisga'a long ago (Tk'ayks-Sgihl Anluuhlkwhl Psday [Deanna Nyce] , pers. 
comm., Dec. 28, 1999). The Nisga'a Peace Song and dance, mostly in the Ts'its'awet 
language, may be an example of a "trade" song that bridges neighbouring peoples as they 
make peace after war. 
In an anthology on ethnomusicology, Judith Hanna (1992) presents an 
anthropological study of dance. As a form of representation of cultural symbols to 
oneself as well as others, Hanna addresses dance as a mode of communication and 
-- - -----------------------~ 
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discusses its relationship to music, poetry, and the visual arts. Hanna describes dance as a 
vehicle conveying multiple, emotional and subtle meanings (as opposed to prose which is 
often much more linear and concrete in both message and form). In her discussion of the 
relationship between music and dance, she emphasizes the interchangeability between 
musician and dancer with examples from many different cultures. She also points out the 
features held in common by both music and dance, such as meter, duration and tempo. 
The symbolic nature of music and dance make these forms of expression particularly 
effective modes of communication. 
In an essay on the relationship between dance and ritual, Monica Engelhart (1996) 
describes how, in Australian Aborigine culture, dancing is a means of exploring and 
symbolizing the Aborigine spiritual and mythical landscapes. Dance becomes an 
intensely religious experience wherein the dancer embodies the mythical figure whose 
dance she or he is performing. Engelhart also frames dance within social, educational and 
political contexts, showing the interconnectedness of these fields with the spiritual. To 
help bridge the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures, public dances are 
used as a means of communicating culture. In this way, their importance and the need for 
its preservation are demonstrated to others. Dance is also used to teach children about 
their ancestors and their place in spirituality. In this way, dancing contributes deeply to 
their sense of self-awareness and identity. 
One may learn about the musical culture of one nation by looking at the songs and 
dances of other nations with whom it had dealings. In a book by Aldona Jonaitis 
describing the history, socio-political, economic and spiritual significance of the 
Northwest coast Kwakwak:awak potlatch ceremony (1991), the material aspects of 
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dances, such as masks and regalia, are discussed and placed within the greater context of 
the potlatch. In the second chapter, Wayne Suttles (1991) examines the links between the 
dances and perceptions of power, exploring the powerful supernatural significance of 
dances. His description of the hamatsa dance, sometimes known as the "cannibal" dance, 
demonstrates how ritual procedures could restore the hamatsa initiate, who was 
possessed by a powerful supernatural being, to human society. 
Between 1920 and 1929 ethnographer Marius Barbeau, in collaboration with 
William Beynon and Sir Ernest MacMillan, collected nearly one hundred and fifty mostly 
Nisga'a songs in the Nass Valley. Almost half of these are printed in Smith's The 
Tsimshian: Their arts and music ( 1951 ). This publication is a prime example of early 
ethnomusicological work, where musicologists would travel to remote communities and 
record as many songs as possible onto wax cylinders so as to preserve the music of a 
culture believed to be on the brink of extinction. The fact that research ethics were not 
nearly as much of a concern as they are today is evident in Barbeau's omitting to explain 
his rationale and procedure for collecting songs. Although song ownership is 
acknowledged in the book, his methods of data collection, receiving permission for 
publication, and authentication are not described. Some of the misinterpretations that 
occurred with the translation of these songs and their contextual background have been 
reported to me as causing harm to the Nisga'a community. Anderson and Nyce (1999) 
speak of the "widespread view among Nisga'a people that their culture had been 
misrepresented by anthropologists, and that they had little impact on what was being 
written about them and no recourse from published errors" (p. 296). On the other hand, 
raw data on the old recordings have been used in past years for work towards the 
revitalization ofNisga'a music. These recordings provide starting points for further 
research on Nisga'a music. 
Cultural performance and education 
Cultural conflict 
42 
An extensive study on current developments in First Nations education, 
conducted by Vema Kirkness in 1992, concluded that low attendance and dropping out, 
low motivation and attitude, and problems integrating school and First Nations culture 
remain major areas of concern. Kirkness described the cultural conflict existing between 
Aboriginal and mainstream education, discussing integration of cultural resources as a 
physical presence resulting in alienation and identity conflict for the student. Instead, she 
advocates a philosophical outlook honouring the values, customs, and contributions of 
First Nations people to Canadian society. Seven years later, the British Columbia 
Teachers' Federation [BCTF] Task Force on the effectiveness of the education system for 
First Nations students reported similar results with regards to the failure of current 
curriculum to deal with First Nations issues, stating detrimental effects on student self-
image as a result of the marginalization they experience through an institutionalized 
curriculum (1999). Amongst other things, the task force recommended training for all 
teachers to raise the level of understanding of First Nations issues. 
Enhancing parent-school relations 
In a study conducted with Gi~san people, Wilson and Napoleon (1997) presented 
First Nations and non-First Nations views of ways by which the relationship between 
First Nations communities and schools could be enhanced. This extensive study involved 
86 participants; parents of students, community leaders, teachers and administrators from 
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twelve First-Nations-operated or public schools in British Columbia, who interacted with 
the researchers through storytelling. One of the salient themes was the importance of 
culture in the realization of hopes and dreams for their children. Many researchers (c.f 
works by Archibald, 1995; Kirkness, 1992; McKay & McKay, 1987), the National Indian 
Brotherhood (1973), the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996), and the BCTF 
Task Force (1999) affirm that curriculum development and implementation can help meet 
the vision of perpetuating First Nations cultural identity to younger generations. 
The comprehensive Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) report is 
an important contribution to the field of Aboriginal arts and education (1996). The report 
presents a contemporary perspective of the state of Aboriginal performing arts in Canada 
today. The recognition and affirmation of the role of Aboriginal arts in defining cultural 
identity of Aboriginal peoples in relation to the larger society is emphasized. Stating the 
need for government support of art education in elementary and secondary schools, this 
document supports the notion that work towards revitalizing Aboriginal arts and 
performance is necessary and would lead to positive benefits for Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people in Canada. Moreover, the concept of educating the whole child is of 
main concern: 
For more than 25 years, Aboriginal people have been articulating their 
goals for Aboriginal education. They want education to prepare them to 
participate fully in the economic life of their communities and in Canadian 
society. But this is only part of their vision. Presenters told us that 
education must develop children and youth as Aboriginal citizens, 
linguistically and culturally competent to assume the responsibilities of 
their nations. Youth that emerge from school must be grounded in a 
strong, positive Aboriginal identity. Consistent with Aboriginal traditions, 
education must develop the whole child, intellectually, spiritually, 
emotionally and physically. (Canada, RCAP, 1996, online). 
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Orff and the whole child 
Composer and educator Carl Orff's "music for children" philosophy strongly 
reflects the holistic nature, powerful rhythms, and inherent creativity exhibited in 
Aboriginal cultural performance. Carder and Landis ( 1990) present a number of articles 
introducing Orff's concept of elemental music (albeit from Western perspectives). After 
consulting with leading dance and music educators and researchers, and from his 
extensive observations of children expressing themselves in natural and unstructured 
situations, Orff noted the "whole" experience that was being expressed through speech, 
song, movement and dance. 
Elemental music is never music alone, but forms a unity with movement, 
dance and speech. It is a music ... in which one takes part not as a listener, 
but as a participant. ... Elemental music is near the earth, natural, physical, 
within the range of everyone to learn it and experience it. (as cited in 
Goodkin, 1993, p.71) 
Noting rhythm as an element shared in both music and movement, Orff focused 
on rhythm as a vital element central to music education. In his words, "rhythm is no 
abstract concept, it is life itself. Rhythm is active and produces effects, it is the unifying 
power oflanguage, music and movement" (Orff, 1973, p.17). Orff and his collaborating 
teachers used rattles, drums, body percussion (clapping, stamping, and so on), and other 
non-pitched percussion to teach rhythm at the Guntherschule experimental dance school. 
Inspired by his work, harpsichord-builder Karl Maendler then developed the xylophones, 
metallophones, and glockenspiels which immediately became an integral part of the Orff 
orchestra. These instruments are often found in schools today, but the extent to which 
they are played varies enormously. 
Another vital element to this approach to music education is creativity, where 
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students explore, choose and create melodies, accompaniments, or entire song 
performances. The Orff approach to music for children, where speech, song, percussion 
instruments, dance, and improvisation combine in a total experience where each child is 
given the opportunity to be an active participant, can help develop a sense of belonging 
and community (Bagheri & Shamrock, 1992, p.G-66). The all-encompassing, unifying 
concepts of the Orff approach to music and movement education, with the use of 
percussion instruments which have been a visible part of the community for millennia, 
demonstrate clear links to Nisga'a culture. 
Creativity and growth 
In his doctoral dissertation on art as development theory, Richard LoRe (1997) 
advocates affective, creative, and holistic approaches in educational thought, while being 
faithful to Native American educational philosophy and perspectives on individual 
development. The non-linear format and complexity of his work reflects this approach, 
where themes and concepts connect in a "lattice-like manner." LoRe argues that the 
creative process is central to growth and development, and elucidates how creativity, art, 
and education with and for Aboriginal peoples help bridge the conscious and unconscious 
mind. 
In a qualitative study on Ojibwa conceptions of creativity, Irwin and Reynolds 
(1994) interviewed a wide range of Ojibwa participants to reflect the culture's 
perceptions on creativity. Participants' voices came through clearly in this study, 
primarily because of the semi-structured, conversational interviews with the researchers 
about personal experiences on conditions that fostered creativity. The artist, teacher, 
parent, and student participants reported that the expression of creativity conveys a sense 
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of satisfaction and pride, emphasizing how everyone can be creative if an appropriate 
learning environment is provided for the learner. The optimal learning conditions 
described by the participants included accessibility of materials, time, self-evaluation, 
psychological safety, psychological freedom, and respect of the culture's ethical values. I 
found that these learning conditions closely resemble the ones created by Nisga'a 
"Master teachers," who aim to replicate these learning conditions in the classroom in an 
inclusive way. These teachers are highly respected members of the Nisga'a community 
who are known for their knowledge, skills and capacity to pass their knowledge on to 
others. 
In a study of parent-school communication from Aboriginal parents' perspective 
in a rural school district, the importance of maintaining beliefs and values that 
characterize a tribe's identity emerged as a salient feature reported as essential to the 
survival of their people and their community (Cockrell, 1992). The participants in this 
research process described this maintenance as a continual struggle. Barriers contributing 
to a break in communication between the school, the home, and by extension the 
community, were discussed, where the primary concern was the perceived one-way flow 
of communication (from school administration to parents). Of particular note was the 
perceived influence of educators' values, beliefs and actions in this communication 
process, described as being more significant than financing. This demonstrates the 
considerable power educators have to create educational environments conducive to 
certain aims, which may have an impact beyond the classroom. Susan Stinson, a dance 
education researcher, notes that "curriculum exists only as it comes through persons" (as 
cited in Pinar, et al., 1995, p. 567). 
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Culturally relevant curriculum content and pedagogy 
That relevant curriculum and pedagogy benefits and ensures the survival of a 
culture is increasingly being articulated in the literature. However, the BCTF Task Force 
on First Nations Education recently reported the failure ofBC schools to adequately 
address the issue of Aboriginal retention and dropout in BC schools, through its 
curriculum, and in other ways. 
Many national, provincial and local Aboriginal education studies over the 
years have indicated the inability of public schools to meet the needs of 
Aboriginal learners. Public education institutions to date have not 
responded to the call for change. To continue with the status quo will do a 
great injustice to a majority of Aboriginal children who have been 
historically denied an opportunity to develop to their full potential. 
(BCTF, 1999, p.18). 
In a comprehensive volume surveying research in the field of curriculum theory 
where the authors examine views on curriculum as an aesthetic text, parallels are drawn 
between curriculum and art forms including music, dance, and theatre (Pinar, et al., 
1995). Cultural practices can be maintained through the mediation and reconstruction of 
experiences, which are expressed through the arts but also through curriculum. This 
prompted my detailed examination of public education curriculum documents published 
by the British Columbia Ministry of Education. 
A review of all B.C. Ministry of Education performing arts curricula, known as 
Integrated Resource Packages (IR.Ps ), revealed a minimal amount of activities honouring 
First Nations customs, values and beliefs through the arts. In my intensive search for 
these activities in the dance, drama, music, and fine arts IRPs for kindergarten to grade 
12, I only discovered a total of twenty lesson plans specifically relating to First Nations 
cultural performance. It is important to note that at the secondary level, the arts become 
48 
optional in many schools, and these lessons may not be incorporated into, for instance, 
Band 9. Moreover, each ofthese disciplines are simply not offered in every school for 
lack of financial resources. Interestingly enough, despite the continual reiteration of 
recommendations for Aboriginal education published by the NIB (1972), by the RCAP 
(1996), more recently, the BCTF task force (1999), and others, the provincial government 
has only just begun to address alternate ways of improving student success for Aboriginal 
youth (B.C. Ministry of Education, 1999). 
In attempting to address the glaring underrepresentation of Aboriginal learning 
resources in general, the BC Ministry of Education has come up with two new First 
Nations Studies IRPs since 1995.Through its new Aboriginal Education Branch, the 
Ministry recently published Shared Learnings, a curriculum document for the 
incorporation of First Nations Studies into the conventional curriculum for K-10 
educators (1997). An excellent introductory resource for teachers with a limited 
understanding of First Nations issues, this document seems to have primarily a social 
studies focus complemented by occasional music, dance, and drama lessons. Although 
each of the cultural performance activities included here clearly describe the ethical 
considerations of Aboriginal experiences, the inclusion of some music, dance, and drama 
activities presented in the document better reflect the compartmentalization of standard 
B.C. Ministry arts curricula than the importance of these traditions as an integral part of 
the Aboriginal cultural fabric. According to Pinar, et al., the compartmentalization ofthe 
arts into distinct disciplines has resulted in the marginalization of the arts (1995, p. 568). 
This compartmentalization is in direct conflict with Aboriginal views of the arts, and may 
be a factor in the unavailability of cultural performance curriculum resources within 
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SD92, as disciplines in the arts tend to be oflower priority for funding. The 
marginalization of the arts is also reflected in the First Nations Studies 12 Integrated 
Resource Package (B.C. Ministry of Education, 1995), which was recently approved as 
an alternate course for the social studies credits required for graduation from B.C. high 
~ 
schools. In one of the optional units, the only expected learning outcome relating to First 
Nations art is for students to "demonstrate an appreciation of pre-contact First Nations 
artistic expression." (BC Min. of Ed., 1995, p. 48). 
The Nisga'a school district has taken steps to address this gap with their 
publication of an important resource ofNisga' a history and tradition placed within a 
contemporary context, called From time before memory (SD92, 1996). This clearly 
written and visually appealing publication, prepared by the district's Nisga'a Language 
and Culture centre (NLC), includes examples ofNisga'a art, historical photographs as 
well as family pictures. These features help make this book interesting for any reader 
from the third grade on. The content covers a wide range ofNisga'a culture, from kinship 
to the crest system, to art and material culture, science, oral histories, ownership, and 
more. The lyrics to one song are printed here, but without any musical notation or 
accompanying recordings. The district is also presently piloting a newly developed 
Nisga'a language and culture curriculum at the K-3 level (1999). A cultural performance 
component could easily be added to these NLC documents. 
In 1982, School District 92 published a curriculum resource on the social 
structure of the Nisga'a nation. Within the context of inheritance rights, songs and dances 
are placed in a figure illustrating the sharing of property within the huwilp, or houses, of 
one clan. The figure shows how every wilp, or house, owns specific songs, dances, 
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legends, crests, house front names or paintings, territories, personal names, ceremonial 
paraphernalia, and totem pole carvings. Among these, some crests, songs, dances, and 
ceremonial paraphernalia may be shared between huwilp. All of these features illustrate 
the breadth and interconnectedness of the components ofNisga'a identity. This suggests 
that the loss of some of these traditional elements impacts the sense of the whole person 
in negative ways. 
School success and Aboriginal students 
There are a number of successful examples of adapting pedagogy and curriculum 
to a local culture, where students develop a stronger sense of identity than if"pieces" of 
their culture were to be incorporated into the dominant educational system. In most cases, 
a culturally relevant educational model and the support of the local community have 
proved invaluable for the success of these programs. 
Don McCaskill (1987) advocates cultural survival schools as a means to cultural 
revitalization, encouraging the revival of spiritual ceremonies including sundances, 
potlatches, and other traditional healing rituals. A similar program was implemented in 
the Red Rock School District, where over half the students are Navajo. This project seeks 
to go beyond 'superficial adaptations' of cultural activities into the curriculum. A 
performing arts group formed of high school students who perform inside and outside of 
the school show how culturally relevant music curriculum and activities can go beyond 
the classroom, and link with community life where the history and significance of the 
songs and dances assume more meaning. A Canadian example of this would be Joe 
Duquette High School in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, where students are called upon to 
sing, drum, and dance at powwows, community projects, conferences, and in jails 
(Regnier, 1995). Along with music, the school emphasizes improvisational storytelling 
and drama as an important part of daily activities. 
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The largest Band-controlled education system in Saskatchewan, the Lac La Ronge 
Indian Band, has involved the community in developing a model for school 
improvement. The issue of the "apparent low status" of Cree language and culture was 
identified and addressed by researchers and the community (Goddard, 1992). After 
implementation of a culturally relevant model, there was a notable increase in enrolment 
and improved attendance rates. 
The immersion-style education~! model of Te Kohanga Reo, or "language nests," 
has perhaps become one of the most successful programs in halting the threat of language 
and culture loss for J:&ori preschool children in New Zealand. Rather than in separate 
school buildings, learning nests are in locales where other community events also take 
place, and comprise the active presence of family and extended family members. From 
one language nest in 1982, the program dramatically expanded to 809 nests in 1993, 
where over half of all children ages 2 to 4 involved in early childhood contexts were 
enrolled in Te Kohanga Reo (Bishop & Glynn, 1998). The content and contexts of 
learning are controlled by the Maori themselves. In addition to extensive family 
involvement, this educational model centred on total immersion in Maori language and 
culture as well as the fostering of collective responsibility and feelings of belonging. 
Working towards wellness 
Expression and healing 
In recent years, First Nations researchers have begun to articulate the importance 
, of cultural performance practice as a factor contributing to healing from the feelings of 
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loss brought about as a result of colonization. Carolyn Kenny, music therapist and 
researcher, argues that artistic expression is the foundation of and the path toward healing 
(1998). Describing the holistic nature of Aboriginal art, its richness and depth of 
meaning, and its role in cultural identity and survival, Kenny illustrates practical 
applications of "the sense of art" as an essential component of a teacher-training course 
offered through Simon Fraser University, where the role of art experiences in Aboriginal 
identity is discussed. In the early 1990s, First Nations counselor Rod McCormick carried 
out a study for his doctoral dissertation to identify ways by which fifty people in BC of 
First Nations ancestry have managed to facilitate their own healing (1995). The four 
categories which emerged were expressing oneself, establishing a connection with nature, 
participating in ceremony, and anchoring self in tradition. Results of the study showed 
that several practices may facilitate healing for BC First Nations people, including 
connecting to family, community, spirituality, and nature. Previous research has shown 
that both language and spirituality are an intricate part of music, dance and drama within 
the First Nations setting. When the importance and meaning of cultural performance for 
aboriginal peoples is considered, it seems evident that the practice of cultural 
performance often embodies all four categories in one song/dance/dramatization. 
In a similar vein, Berry's study (1999) strongly suggests that artistic expressions 
are an important part of maintaining and regaining a sense of identity. Berry's definition 
of cultural identity reveals the importance of language and traditions with regards to the 
healing process. Chief among the healing strategies the participants in Berry's study 
identified were the continuing use of aboriginal language, rediscovering traditional 
spiritual practices, and maintaining close ties with the elders. 
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The dream: Ideal education 
During a planning workshop for Upper Nicola Band schools, representatives of 
the Aboriginal community reported the importance of both traditional and technological 
knowledge, a holistic education, and parental and community involvement as three of the 
four major themes of"ideal education." Traditional (performing and visual) arts 
instruction was also included in the recommendations (Charters-Voght, 1991). 
Id~al education was also examined by Kiwako Okuma in her case study of the 
Nisga'a nation, where she discussed and examined how First Nations control of their own 
education can be a means to decolonization (1996). Okuma presents some historical and 
personal perspectives pertaining to education for Nisga'a people, highlighting two 
educational ideals that the Nisga'a strive for: total learning and the revitalization of 
Nisga'a culture in education. Total learning includes learning from within the community 
as well as the school. Defined as "living knowledge," the integration of traditional culture 
with school curriculum is emphasized as a significant component ofNisga'a ideal 
education (Okuma, 1996, chap. 4). This thesis provided my research with some starting 
points towards the development of a holistic and culturally relevant notion of music, 
dance, and drama curriculum within the Nisga'a community of New Aiyansh. 
Summary 
This literature review has shown that cultural performance is an important feature 
of Aboriginal identity not only in Canada and the United States, but in New Zealand as 
well. The practice of cultural performance is an affirmation of Aboriginal identity, and 
perpetuates this identity through the holistic expression of song, dance, instruments, and 
material culture. Active participants in the cultural performance process have reported a 
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variety of positive benefits with regards to self-esteem and identity. Many examples of 
success can be found in Aboriginal education at all levels of learning, where community 
involvement and culturally relevant content form the hub around which the learning 
experience revolves. However, public education policies and curriculum documents do 
not meet the needs of Aboriginal students in British Columbia. All the literature 
examined in this review point to the need for documenting culturally relevant approaches 
for music and dance education for Nisga'a youth. 
This thesis presents specific ways of translating cultural conceptions of music and 
dance into the school experience. It does so by presenting Nisga'a voices according to 
accepted ways of working with Nisga'a people, by following Nisga' a protocol. By 
documenting my experience in sharing some curricular and instructional ideas consistent 
with Nisga'a ideals, this thesis will bridge theory and practice in music education 
research for Nisga'a people. Nisga' a cultural performance is an important feature of 
Nisga'a identity, and music and movement activities can be developed to reflect and 
honour the role of music, dance, and drama as an integral part ofNisga'a identity. 
Through my years of using the Orff approach with children from a variety of 
backgrounds, I found that the notion of elemental music was truly an intrinsic part of all 
cultures- there seemed to be no bounds to the children's enthusiasm for learning as they 
sang, danced, drummed and shared music together. The materials I examined above 
reinforce my conviction that a holistic ideal of music education is a key to promoting 





As every community has its own history and its own needs, it follows that 
community involvement in research processes is a most desirable option, and has to date 
yielded many achievements (cf works by Jackson, 1993; Lapadat & Jantzen, 1994; St. 
Denis, 1992). Historically, researchers have studied groups, especially Aboriginal 
groups, without giving them a voice in any part of the research process. In this study, the 
Nisga'a were participants in all parts of the research process, from its inception through to 
its completion. A participatory research methodology can empower the participating 
community by providing a voice to a people that have historically been oppressed (St. 
Denis, 1992, p. 54), thus contributing to the decrease of the imbalance between the 
dominant group and the marginalized group. Through extensive collaboration with 
Nisga'a participants, this work addresses Nisga'a needs and goals, and may provide a 
basis for policy-making and practice within their own institutions relating to cultural 
performance. 
School- or community-based research that is based upon a praxis of action and 
reflection, also known as action research, was chosen as an appropriate model for the 
design of this study. Two principal aims of action research are the improvement of 
educational understandings and practices, and the involvement of those affected by the 
research process (Kemmis, 1997, p. 173 ). These objectives are met through spiralling, 
self-reflective cycles involving four stages of inquiry as presented by Kemmis and 
McTaggart: planning, implementing ("acting"), observing, and reflecting (as cited in 
Kemmis, 1997, p. 174). In this way, theory is validated through practice. For this 
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reason, action research may be defined as "grounded curriculum theory" in the 
educational context (McKernan, 1991, p. 4). McTaggart outlines the compatibility of 
action research approaches with Aboriginal ways of working, describing how they "have 
always emphasized exhaustive collective planning, action and reflection in extended 
cycles of dialogue involving whole communities in various ways" (p. 161). This is 
reflected in the Nisga'a common bowl philosophy of"one bowl, one people, one vision" 
(Tk'ayks-Sgihl Anluuhlkwhl Psday [Deanna Nyce], pers. comm., Dec. 28, 1999). 
Although this thesis work is not quite as extensive as McTaggart recommends, it 
nonetheless involved all of these elements on a much smaller scale, emphasizing dialogue 
collaboration between participant and researcher by a variety of means. 
For a more specific participatory research model for work with Aboriginal 
peoples, I chose to integrate Vema St. Denis' model of Community-Based Participatory 
Research (CBPR) into the study design. ~nis identifies four aspects that are central 
to CBPR: "first, the intent and purpose of the research; second, the nature of human 
relationships in the research process; third, data analysis and interpretation; and fourth, 
the use of the findings/ results" (1992, p. 55). Principles ofCBPR were followed for the 
design, data collection, analysis, and presentation of results in this study. Data collection 
will be discussed separately in the section on methodology. 
Intent and purpose of the research 
To help build bridges between the Nisga'a community and the Nisga'a-run school 
district, this research collected Nisga'a perspectives on the role of cultural performance in 
Nisga'a identity and schooling, and used these perspectives to develop culturally relevant 
cultural performance activities. In this way, the research became "a tool through which 
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the community is able to act upon its members' lives in an informed collaborative 
manner" (St. Denis, 1992, p. 57). However, it is important to note when embarking on 
such a project that the different parts of the research process not be pre-determined. For 
this reason, the problems and purpose of this thesis were open to modification, depending 
upon feedback from the community-based resource group. As well, the list of proposed 
interview questions were only a guideline, showing the possible direction the research 
could take, as informed by existing literature and limited fieldwork. Though the problems 
and purpose of the thesis remained constant throughout the entire research process, the 
planned curriculum implementation was somewhat modified to fit into the allocated time 
frame. 
Nature of human relationships in the research process 
As a significant element of participatory research is research with the people for 
the people, I met with the Wilp Wil~o'oskwhl Nisga'a (WWN) Board ofDirectors and 
with some people from the School District 92 (SD92) in December 1998 to discuss 
research and internship possibilities in the Nass valley. A review of relevant literature and 
the positive feedback from these meetings enabled me to set up starting points for a thesis 
proposal, keeping in mind Nisga'a research protocol. The final research proposal was 
then shared with SD92, the Nisga'a Tribal Council (NTC), the WWN, and UNBC's 
Ethics committee for approval, granted in May 1999. Research participants all gave their 
written consent to be identified by name (see Appendix B). A list of the participants, the 
clan they belong to, and their involvement in this research can be found at the beginning 
of the thesis (Figure 1, p. ix). 
The formation of a community-based resource group was the first step in the 
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research process. The group consisted of seven members, representing diverse groups 
within the community (St. Denis, 1992, p. 58). This group included the researcher, a 
language and culture teacher and a music educator I director from Nisga' a Elementary 
Secondary School (NESS), a cultural resource person from the Ayuukhl Nisga'a 
Department and a community member from the Law Offices of the NTC, a counsellor 
from the Nass Valley Health Centre, and a WWN student who leads the local dance 
group. Three meetings were held with available members of the group, where we 
discussed various aspects of the research to ensure the ongoing relevance of the project 
Appropriate tools for data collection and instrumentation were discussed and determined 
through consultation with focus group members. Thus, methods were refmed as the 
research progressed. This group identified a number of possible candidates for in-depth 
interviewing, among whom five consented to meet with me. These interviews were 
audiotaped and later transcribed. 
In addition, I collaborated with two classroom teachers to implement5 cultural 
performance activities at NESS over a two-week period. The children in the K-3 
classrooms I worked with were between 6 and 9 years of age. Throughout the 
implementation, I met regularly with the teachers to share observations about the day's 
lesson and some planning of the activities for the next sessions. I also presented regular 
updates on the progress of my research to the WWN Board members, who provided 
additional data. Throughout this time, I kept a journal recording field notes and 
observations. In short, my data sources consisted of field notes of participant 
observations, feedback from WWN and resource group meetings, personal 
s 'Implementation' is used in the ' shared experience' sense of the word, and implies a flexible approach to 
the cultural performance content and pedagogical practice in the classroom. 
communications, and in-depth interview transcripts. 
Data analysis and interpretation 
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Collected data in the form of individual and group interview transcripts, field 
notes as described in the preceding paragraph, observations on the classroom experience, 
and recommendations from participants were analysed inductively. In contrast with a 
deductive approach where the organization of the data is pre-determined, the inductive 
approach looks at salient concepts and categories occurring naturally in the data to guide 
the analysis. An inductive approach to coding is more compatible for collaborative work 
as it lets the participants' voices come through more clearly in the research. 
Community consultation was always integral to the research process through to 
the interpretation of the results. Transcripts were returned to the participants for 
verification, and I often communicated by telephone with participants or other resource 
persons when I needed clarification of data or emerging concepts. The analysis chapter 
(5) was shared with one participant who wanted to ensure accurate representation of what 
she had said. An overview of the analysis and recommendations for curriculum 
development were also discussed at both a school district-based meeting and with the 
community-based resource group. All the feedback generated from these conversations 
became part of the analysis process. 
Use of the findings or results 
The entire research process from its inception to its completion, including 
development of curriculum and recommendations, is presented in this thesis. I intend to 
return the information to the Nisga' a people in several ways, through a thesis defense 
open to the public to be held in New Aiyansh, by providing copies of the final thesis for 
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each Nisga' a institution, and maintaining correspondence with study participants. 
Possible outcomes of this collaborative thesis work may lead to further research 
and curriculum development both in the Nass valley and in other schools with First 
Nations clientele. For instance, the ideas presented in this thesis may spawn a publication 
presenting the musical transcriptions of pre- and post-contact songs along with their 
contextual background, significance, stories and suggested activities, created or compiled 
by Nisga' a curriculum developers. Corresponding audio or video recordings would 
enable all interested people to learn or refresh their knowledge of the songs and dances. 
This set of resources will promote Nisga'a cultural performance traditions for future 
generations ofNisga'a people, as well as the general public as a complementary resource 
to the Shared Learnings curriculum. Further recommendations and suggestions regarding 
the use of the findings are discussed in the final chapter of the thesis. 
Methodology 
As stated in chapter 1, in the spring of 1999 I completed an internship in New 
Aiyansh to gain insight into the context and dynamics of the role of cultural performance 
in reserve life for the Nisga'a people. During this internship, I observed and actively 
participated in cultural events and activities, examined First Nations performing arts 
material currently in use in schools and the community, recorded and transcribed music 
for possible curriculum development, and did some basic training of one WWN student 
in Western musical notation. My active involvement in Nisga'a community life enabled 
me to become an "informal participant observer" (Haig-Brown, 1988, p. 150). During 
this experience, I had the opportunity to meet many community members who were 
actively supportive of my work, and interested in the proposed thesis ideas. Several 
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people spoke to me at length about the musical heritage and tradition of the Nisga'a 
people, often without my asking. Some of them expressed an interest in collaborating 
with me on a Nisga' a music project. Based upon these contacts and their references, a 
community-based resource group was set up, consisting of the seven members described 
above. 
For the planning stage, early exchanges were set up with members of this group to 
discuss elements of procedure pertaining to the study. Purposeful sampling procedures 
< (' 
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were used to identify information-rich resource persons for possible in-depth 
interviewing. Interview samples included three elders, one youth dance group leader, and 
one elementary educator- three male and two female participants. Through the 
community-based resource group, interview questions were modified to use more 
culturally appropriate terminology and ways of talking, especially in consideration of the 
fact that English is a second language for some of the interviewees. For example, the 
question "What are your perceptions regarding the role of cultural performance activities 
within the school system?" was rephrased to "What do you think ofNisga'a music and 
dance in schools?" 
Although the five participants were given the option to be interviewed 
individually or in groups, all chose to do individual interviews. Semi-structured . ..\c.~ , ·. e ~ 
\' .J 
interviews were held with the participants to record their perceptions with regards to the 
meaning of traditional cultural performing arts activities and to their role in schooling 
(see Appendix C). Four interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed, and field notes 
taken from one telephone interview. All transcripts of verbal information were sent back 
to the participants for verification and review. 
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For the analysis, inductive coding determined categories and concepts that 'stood 
out' in the collected data, and were defined as soon as they began to emerge. To assist in 
the categorizing and coding of the data, I used the N-Vivo qualitative analysis software, 
which can be described as a complex database program. This program handles text 
documents, coded data and categories, and provides tools for data analysis. 
After reading the interview transcripts a few times, 'I began the analysis with in-
depth coding of one transcript. This helped me establish some initial nodes, or concepts. 
These became starting points from which I created a preliminary analysis model. I then 
coded response by response across the remainder of the other interview transcripts, 
defining and re-evaluating categories as the analysis progressed. I continued to refine and 
redefme these categories and concepts through coding until there was informational 
redundancy, which occurs when new categories no longer emerge from the data. I then 
organized these concepts to set up the next plan of action: curriculum development. In 
preparation for the curriculum development and implementation project, I prepared a list 
of recommendations based upon data generated from interviews, conversations, 
community-based resource group meetings, and my field notes. 
The second phase involved two stages: curriculum development and 
implementation. The curriculum development part of the project explored ways to 
include, adapt, or develop music and movement activities based on Nisga' a cultural 
tradition, as understood through the analysis of the data collected in the interviews. The 
implementation part of the project involved teaching music within two NESS classrooms 
and working with Nisga'a teachers with the intent of exploring respectful and culturally 
appropriate approaches to adapting and developing Nisga'a music and dance activities. 
Some of the barriers posed by working across cultures faded away with the sharing of 
these musical experiences. 
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Upon my return to the Nass valley in September 1999, a school district-based 
meeting was held at the Nisga'a Language and Culture Centre to discuss curriculum 
implementation in Nass valley schools. Memos were sent to all schools to recruit · 
interested teachers. In all, seven participants attended the meeting: the principal of the 
centre, a classroom teacher from NESS, one language and culture instructor from NESS 
and another from Gitwinksihlkw Elementary School (GES), the local music teacher, the 
researcher, and an observer from the local Parents' Advisory Council. Two other teachers 
from NESS were unable to attend this meeting but were still able to participate. 
For development and teaching in class, three songs were chosen from a number of 
songs transcribed during my internship in the spring. A tentative schedule was 
established for implementation of music and movement activities based on these song 
materials within NESS and GES in cooperation with three teachers. However, the 
planned implementation for the GES portion could not be carried out due to logistical 
constraints. In consequence, this phase of the research became centred exclusively at 
NESS in New Aiyansh, with two elementary-level educators and their classrooms. 
In the week between the district-based meeting and the lesson implementation, I 
developed music and movement activities for K-3 children using a number of resources. I 
followed some recommendations from Nisga'a in-depth interview participants and 
cooperating teachers, and ideas from the BC Ministry of Education's Planning guide and 
framework for development of Aboriginal learning resources (1998), Shared learnings 
( 1997), the Integrated Resource Packages for Dance, Music, and Drama ( 1995-1997), 
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SD92's From time before memory (1996), and my own experience as an elementary 
music educator. I also integrated elements of Carl Orft's philosophy of music education 
to reflect the holistic approach to life and learning that I believe complements the Nisga'a 
educational philosophy of "total learning." Many of the activities involved the integration 
of speech and song, movement, instruments, and dramatic or musical improvisation. 
Conversations were also held with the cooperating teachers to discuss ways in which they 
could integrate these activities into other parts of the school day. 
The two songs for which permission for use was granted belong to the La~gibuu 
clan. This was suitable for the cooperating teachers, as they are both L~gibuu, and 
myself, as the process of seeking written permission from clan elders fit well into the 
time frame for the curriculum development and implementation stage. All four clans 
were represented in the planned activities, and children who were L~gibuu were quite 
pleased, and proud, to share their songs with their classmates. 
Activities were implemented during five days over a two-week period, for 
approximately 25 minutes daily with each group. The two groups were Hanak' am 
La~syoon [Sharlene Morven's] Kindergarten class and Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith's] 
Grade 2/3 class. I kept a research diary recording my reflections on the classroom 
experiences, memos, and ideas. Both classroom teachers' written observations and 
comments were collected on the last two days of class, mostly centred around teacher's 
activities and children's involvement. Children were verbally asked to share throughout 
the implementation what they enjoyed about their experience and why. The school 
experience is described in further detail in Chapter 5. 
According to St. Denis (1992), research findings can effect change when the 
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community is involved in developing recommendations (p. 63). A number of people 
were invited to observe and participate in the classroom application, take notes and 
comment on the classroom experience if they wished. The scheduled teaching times were 
posted on the school bulletin board in the staff room, and distributed to a number of 
people whom I thought might be interested in observing classes. This included teachers, 
school administrators, and several other members of the community including 
participants involved in earlier parts of the research processes. I hoped to collect further 
data on these sessions through another series of individual or group interviews, involving 
the participants who were present for the classroom implementation sessions. 
Participants were to be asked to share their reflections on what they observed in the 
classroom, and their recommendations to guide further cultural performance development 
work. However, no observers other than the cooperating teachers were able to attend and 
provide feedback on the implementation. Granted, this may have been due in part to 
employment commitments, as many of those who were invited also worked during the 
day when classes were being held. Thus, much of the data I collected in the second phase 
of this research were my own observations and reflections based upon the classroom 
experiences, field notes on discussions of activity implementation with the cooperating 
teachers and in-class observation of children. 
This second set of collected data (researcher's field notes and teachers' 
observations) was once again analyzed inductively. Words that denote action were coded 
to generate a series of recommendations that were to be presented to the participants for 
further review. However, another meeting with the school district-based group was not 
possible due to the extremely busy time of year in the Nass, with Thanksgiving, settling 
in to the new school year, and other events such as a language conference in New 
Aiyansh all taking place during my three-week visit. 
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The recommendations arising from participants in the first phase were presented 
to the WWN Board of Directors, where board members commented on the progress of 
the work completed to date. Field notes were taken here as well. A third and final 
community-based resource group meeting was held to present and discuss research 
findings and progress to date, and some further information was collected on the 
categories that had emerged from the data on identity. 
Trustworthiness of the study 
Throughout the research process, criteria for systematic inquiry as described by 
Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 278) were followed. Dependability and confirmability 
audit requirements were met through the regular use of a detailed research journal with a 
systematic record of activities and their dates, as well as memoing. The raw data are 
retained in the confidential archives of the NTC, the WWN and SD92's Language and 
Culture Centre for future reference. Triangulation of sources showed findings that were 
parallel across the collected data. Cross-referencing books, field notes, transcripts, 
personal communications, and other written documentation and verbal data clarified 
occasional informant errors. The internal validity of the findings was assessed through 
multiple community and individual consultations, as well as consultations with my thesis 
committee. The entire research process has been explained in detail within this thesis, 




The 700 km distance between Prince George and New Aiyansh, BC, presented the 
major limitation for this study with regards to the application of results for the entire 
Nisga'a nation, as it restricted my access to villages other than New Aiyansh. In all, five 
visits were made to the Nass, for periods varying between five days to five weeks at a 
time. This study was initially designed for only a brief three-week stay in the Nass valley 
to collect data. Early on, it became obvious that more time on Nisga'a land was necessary 
in order to gain a better understanding of the local way of life and to be able to work in 
collaboration with the people. For this reason, my total stay was nearly four months, 
spread out over every season. However, time and some other unexpected constraints 
presented some logistical difficulties towards the end of my fieldwork, which reduced the 
amount of in-class implementation time, as well as data, that I was able to collect in the 
second phase of the research. To represent views from across the Nisga'a nation rather 
than mostly from one village, a longer stay with access to reliable transportation would 
be necessary to enable a wider range of interviewing and curriculum implementation. As 
it was pointed out to me on several occasions, each village has their distinct musical 
history and cultural performance materials and styles, and researchers should not exclude 
data from the other villages only to generalize for all Nisga'a people. Thus the findings 
presented in this thesis are specific to the village of New Aiyansh. For the same reason, it 
is not possible to extrapolate the results of this research to other northwest coast 
Aboriginal nations, as each community has its own history and needs. 
For true participatory action research to occur, the four stages of planning, ~ 
implementation, observation and reflection must be repeated in spiraling cycles, and 
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ideally carried out not only for the community, but also by the community. Through my 
time in New Aiyansh, I essentially completed a single cycle of action research, with the 
community. What I hope my work will do is trigger further action by people of the Nass 
involved in music performance and education research, and encourage positive 
communication and collaboration between their own institutions, as well as cross-
culturally, in realizing their vision of an ideal education for Nisga'a children through the 
re-integration of music and dance in education. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONVERSATIONS ABOUT NISGA' A SONG, DANCE, AND SCHOOLING 
The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings of the study. The first part of 
the chapter describes participant perspectives on Nisga'a music and dance within the 
context ofNisga'a identity. The semi-structured interviews elicited participants' beliefs 
about the importance and the. role of cultural performance and how it relates to Nisga'a 
identity. 
The second part of this chapter describes issues regarding the practice ofNisga'a 
music and dance as it relates to the current educational context. While this section 
illustrates some curricular issues and implications for practice that emerged in both the 
first and second (applied) phases of data collection, it is important to note that much of 
the data I was able to gather in New Aiyansh was within the community, and not the 
school, setting. To find other ways of identifying and developing music and dance 
activities that reflect and honour the importance of cultural performance, longer 
implementation time and community participation would need to be ensured. Finally, the 
chapter concludes with some visions with regards to cultural performance for future 
generations ofNisga'a people in relation to primary and secondary education. For the 
purposes of clarity, I have italicized the quotations from the raw data. 
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Part I 
Features of Cultural Identity 
In this study, features of cultural identity were defmed as aspects or 
characteristics of lived experience constituting Nisga'a self-definition. As interviews, 
resource group data, field notes from WWN Board meetings and personal 
communications were examined (henceforth referred to as INT, RG, WWN, and PC, 
respectively) cultural traditions, along with cross-cultural experiences, emerged as the 
major themes contributing to a sense of identity. Nisga'a participants expressed these 
features as being deeply interconnected. Music, dance, and dramatizations were identified 
as symbols vital to Nisga'a culture, reflecting the social, political, economic, spiritual, 
and educational dynamics of the culture. 
Traditions 
Passed on from generation to generation, the established customs of the Nisga'a 
way of life are composed of dynamic and interrelated practices that live on in the ongoing 
activity of the culture. These practices intertwine and shape the participants' cultural 
background, combining with cross-cultural experiences to form main themes in identity. 
The sub-themes that emerged from the interviews and other data outline some of the 
foundation upon which Nisga'a culture is based, including the clan system, Adaawak 
(stories or oral histories), language, Ayuuk (law) or wilp (house) protocol and the 
responsibilities arising from it, spirituality through music, cultural knowledge and 
identity, food, and other expressions of culture such as feasts, music, dance, and regalia. 
Language 
Language, the primary conveyor of culture, is the basis upon which stories and 
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songs are constructed. The now-endangered Nisga' a language emerged without question 
as an important characteristic ofNisga'a cultural identity, with nearly every participant 
emphasizing it in various ways. Much of what participants said about language can easily 
be applied to other oral performance media such as storytelling or singing. 
Along with her clan, the food, and Nisga' a laws, elementary school educator 
Sgansdeek;' [Margaret Smith] pointed out how language really stands out in her sense of 
identity (INT). Illgu Ayee [Peter McKay] elaborated: how the Nisga 'a used to be is what 
makes me Nisga 'a - today I'm an English-speaking Nisga 'a and I'm only just learning 
how to speak my language ... and I'll probably be learning till the day I die how to speak 
Nisga 'a (INT). Others demonstrated how bilingualism and biculturalism facilitated cross-
cultural communication. In his dealings with parents and administrators throughout his 
full career in education, Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] described how by 
speaking both languages fluently ... I was able to communicate at any level with the 
parents, or with government officials (INT). Furthermore, he spoke of how the 
importance of language imparts the deeper meaning of songs and dances, saying, 
I think language is the most important, because language and culture are 
inseparable. And our problem today, well ... language is almost lost, you 
know; we're fighting I ike the dickens to retrieve it. . .. Language.. . gives 
you a better understanding of what the dancing is about, what the 
chanting is about- it becomes more revealing with the understanding of 
what it stands for. (INT) 
The deeper meaning Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] alluded to was echoed 
by Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven], who also pointed out the importance oflooking at the 
aesthetics of music as represented through language (RG3). 
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Nisga'a Clans 
The Nisga'a nation follows the tribal system, organized into four tribes, or clans.6 
The four tribes, with their two major crests, are: Ganada (Raven), Giska'aast (Killer 
whale), La~buu (Wolf), and L~ik (Eagle). Every tribe is made up of several huwilp, 
or houses. Each and every Nisga' a is a member of one Wilp, belonging to one clan. 
La~gibuu matriarch Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] illustrated how clan 
membership is determined maternally: 
The first thing I know that makes me a Nisga 'a is the clan that I belong to 
which is the wolf clan in the Nass. My mother belongs to that clan, and ... 
my father ... belongs to the eagle clan. So that makes me partly eagle ... . 
That part that my mother belongs to is always really important to me 
because anything you do, we 're identified by that ... everybody identifies 
me as a wolf clan. (INT) 
Nearly all of the interview participants spoke of their Nisga'a name, which is 
given to them during a yukw or settlement feast after the passing on of a wilp' s chieftain 
or matriarch. La~buu elder and chieftain Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] 
said, I was next in line to take this name. It's been given to me since 1949, since my 
grandfather died. . .. I wasn 't the person that was supposed to take this name. My uncle 
was a year older than I was [but] he died young (INT). In speaking of the meaning of his 
Nisga'a name, young dance leader Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] said: I was given several 
different meanings as to what Hlgu Ayee meant. The one that always sticks out and that 
has always been told to me by my elders is that the name means "willing to help. "And 
that name was given to me because that's what the elders saw within me7 (INT). This 
6 Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] clarifies another meaning of the word clan as a further division within tribes, 
historically developed by an increase in population. She cites as an example the L~ibuu tribe in 
Gitlaxt'aamiks (New Aiyansh), composed of three clans (pers. comm., Jan. 10, 2000). 
7 The literal translation of this name is IDgu= little, and Ayee= to be quick, in the sense of eager to learn, 
or willing to help others learn. 
reflects one of the traditional Nisga' a ways of educating their young, which was based 
upon the gifts that each person had as well as their ranking within the wilp. Sim'oogit 
~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay], a Ganada Chieftain, described how from the time I 
could remember I was told ... one day I would be a chieftain. So my training from that 
period on was always geared towards the leadership that I now hold. I also was 
instructed daily about where I come from, who I am, and that one day I would be the 
hereditary chieftain for the Raven clan, the Ganada (INT). 
Adaawak: Stories and oral histories 
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Wiit'a~ M~uxw [Pat Adams], counselor at the Nass Valley Health Centre, 
stressed the power of the spoken word: In what we speak lies the secret of our culture. 
The respect, the knowledge, the wisdom are passed on in our stories (RG I). Once 
completely oral, stories were told and reenacted at feasts or in the home to describe the 
natural and supernatural world, family history and land ownership, and the traditions and 
mores of the Nisga'a people. In this way, customs and beliefs were reiterated, 
strengthened and perpetuated throughout the succeeding generations. Although many of 
these stories have been documented, Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] noted that they still 
retain their oral nature (pers. comm., Jan. 10, 2000). 
Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] discussed how early in his life, he 
was taught many many stories- I know the history of my family, where they come from, 
what territories they hold (INT). Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] identified these as "wilp 
stories," as property owned by specific wilps which were inherited through matrilineal 
succession, as were songs, dances, crests, and so on. Oral stories of general ownership, 
such as the Creation Story, were also a source of evening entertainment, teaching and 
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promoting cultural values and beliefs. For example, Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven]'s father 
would tell, and occasionally act out, stories for his family and the neighbors. Describing 
the influence it had on her schoolwork as a young child, Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] said 
when she began writing stories, a lot of my writing was centered around my 
interpretation of my dad's stories. Those are the concepts of life that are told in our 
creation stories (RG3). 
Many participants often spoke of stories and songs in the same context. Stories 
were often performed in conjunction with songs, and in turn, with dances- all 
representations ofNisga'a history. ffigu Ayee [Peter McKay] noted that dance groups 
were not referred to as such in the past~ each family had a dance group, and we didn 't 
call them dance groups, they were just this family, that family, that family. And it was 
through that song and dance that we preserved our history. Today, as before, the 
community dance group is there to remind us of our history as a whole (INT). Tk'ayks-
Sgihl Anluuhlkwhl Psday [Deanna Nyce] clarified the dancers' role further, saying, [the 
dancers are] ambassadors for their clan, where each dancer feels the responsibility of 
vividly and vibrantly expressing the honour of belonging to the clan (PC). 
Thus, stories cannot be disassociated from language, music, ritual and 
dramatization. Although I will address these components and expressions of identity 
separately, the links between them are solidly ingrained in Nisga'a culture. 
Ayuuk or wilp protocol 
Difficult to translate, the cultural concept of Ayuuk (law), or wilp (house) 
protocol, is the traditional ethical structure which governs all aspects ofNisga'a society 
and lands, and the interrelationship between people and the physical and metaphysical 
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worlds. Every wilp has its own set of stories or oral histories, songs and dances, 
territories, titles and names. Some of these rights are shared with the clan, and others 
remain within the wilp. In the past, only wilp members, primarily chieftains or 
matriarchs, performed or dealt with wilp property. For example, Sgansdeek' [Margaret 
Smith] cannot pass on certain songs and stories she learned to her own (La~gibuu) 
children (unless she has specifically requested to do so) because her grandfather, a 
L~giik, could tell us only what he knew about the eagle stories. And I'm a wolf(INT). 
A strict code of protocols exists regarding ownership and the rights that come with each 
particular wilp and clan. At one feast in Lakalzap, lllgu Ayee [Peter McKay] sang a song 
which belonged to all the Gisk 'ahaast. We all stem from this one family, and if we stem 
from this one family we all share in that one family's style. And that song was said to be 
from that one family. I'm a descendant of that one family, and that's why I was able to 
sing that song (INT). For this reason, permission must be sought from the proper owners 
to perform a song outside of one's own wilp and clan. lllgu Ayee [Peter McKay] added, 
You've got to get the permission to use any one song whether it be an 
individual, a family, or whatever. You ask their permission because it's 
their story, it's their history, and you don't want to mix it up ... . And so 
you have to ... get it just right the way the family teaches you. And do it 
just the way they want you to do it. Because it's theirs, and not yours. 
(INT) 
The notion of requesting permission to sing others' songs, as the Gitladamix dance group 
now does, was initiated by Wii Gyadim Skaa~ [Eli Gosnell] in the late 1960s in 
addressing impacts of colonization such as the loss of traditional cultural knowledge and 
the diminishing number ofNisga'a in the valley (Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven], pers. 
comm., Jan. 10, 2000). 
----------------
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Responsibilities following from Ayuuk 
Along with the Nisga'a code of protocols come a wide range of responsibilities 
towards one's immediate family, wilp, clan, nation, the land, and other people. 
Responsibility and respect were salient and recurring concepts in the collected data, 
especially with respect to requesting permission to sing someone else's songs. Keeping 
promises (lllgu Ayee [Peter McKay]: INT) and try{ing} our best to carry on 
responsibilities that [are] left with us exhibit these participants' concern to do the best we 
can ... it's up to us (Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan]: INT). These teachings 
were traditionally transmitted through the family and the feasting system. In speaking of 
her parents, Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] mentioned how they had to tell me 
about parts of the culture that we belong to .. .. You're there to help, to provide for them if 
they need anything. That's ... what they taught us ... . So I still have to behave like a 
Nisga 'a (INT). Despite the influx of Western culture, these duties continue to be taught 
in some families. Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] said he is busy training ... 
nephews, my successors, to [do] the same thing that I am doing (INT). Similarly, lllgu 
Ayee [Peter McKay] believes it his duty to bring [song and dance] to other people, and 
that this knowledge gives him a strong sense of identity which he can then share with 
others (INT). 
Sim'oogit Minee'eskw [Rod Robinson], Chair of the Ayuukhl Nisga'a 
Department and La2fgiik chieftain, emphasized people's responsibility to live in harmony, 
especially with regards to the natural world: 
[We] are not separate from the land, we are created to be part of it. 
We're given the role to be stewards of the land. The animals we can take 
for our sustenance, that's why they're there ... . Sometimes at the garbage 
dump I see some waste .. .. There 's always a penalty for waste, for abuse. 
Look what's happening now, all the industry ... all those factories, spewing 
out smoke all over. Now what do we inherit today? The hole in the ozone 
layer. The sun that used to be a medicine for our people, now you have to 
watch how long you stay out. That's a penalty mankind has to pay for 
abuse of nature. (PC) 
Spirituality through music 
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Another feature contributing to Nisga'a identity is spirituality. Traditionally, the 
Nisga'a adhered to the concept that the elements of both the natural world and the 
supernatural world had a soul or spirit, and aspired to live in balance with their 
environment. This was also reflected in the conviction that for individuals to have a 
strong spirit, they had to be attuned to both their physical self and their spiritual self. 
Today, many participants spoke of how various forms of traditional expression are 
strongly linked to spirituality, granting the soul and spirit with a positive sense of 
identity. For instance, one of the participants felt the spiritual pull that you get from those 
people dancing just brought you down to earth and made you happy, and made you 
forget all of the bad things that were happening in the home or whatever (Hlgu Ayee 
[Peter McKay]: INT). Ksim Soo!£' [Nita Morven], a researcher at NTC Ayuukhl Nisga'a, 
in conversation with Wiit'a2f Ma2fffiuxw [Pat Adams] about Wii Gyadim Skaa2f [Eli 
Gosnell], who was an instrumental figure in the revitalization ofNisga'a music and dance 
in the 1960s, said, 
Ksim Soolf' [Nita Morven]: I observed Eli Gosnell direct our dance 
group. With each person, he brought out the best. 
Wiit 'GJ. MGJ.mu.xw [Pat Adams]: If you reach the spirit, the soul, it will 
start to connect. It will become louder, and awaken- the soul starts 
singing. (RGI) 
The responsibility of"doing one's best" comes up again, and may indicate striving for 
spiritual balance. The connection between cultural performance and spirituality was 
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perhaps most explicit in the ancient Halayt or shaman rituals known as "power 
ceremonies." Singing, dancing, drumming and wearing masks were integral to these 
ceremonies, aimed at increasing the spiritual power of the participants. Members of the 
exclusive dancing societies, which some people joined upon completing their Halayt 
training, were said to have achieved a deeper level of spiritual awareness (SD92, 1996, 
pp. 171-173). 
While looking at the books and other material the school library had about 
Nisga'a culture while in grade school, Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] described how pictures 
ofNisga'a art and material culture triggered a feeling of awe. I would see the pictures of 
our people, our old people in their regalia and I was so amazed at this regalia, and from 
that time on I always wanted a regalia. Just like I wanted a cedar bark hat. It's that 
feeling we get- the contact, the spiritual contact (INT). 
By this we can see that the spiritual experience encapsulates a range of cultural 
elements such as regalia, worn for ritual events where music most likely had a strong 
presence. Although it was not directly addressed, the topic of reincarnation came up a 
few times in conversations about music, especially during my later visits to the Nass. 
Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] referred to another part of me that makes me feel Nisga 'a is 
the idea of me having a soul, a soul that was probably once before Nisga 'a having come 
back into me, traveling from time to time and always coming back to being Nisga 'a. It's 
that feeling. It's hard to explain (INT). Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] spoke of lullabies that 
centre on reincarnation. (RG3) In her examination of a Nisga'a lullaby as a medium of 
"healthy enculturation," she showed how a reference to the child coming from across the 
river, or the "other side" (doosda 'a) in the song Naahl Hanak ' "could be a metaphorical 
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reference with respect to reincarnation, having crossed over to the other side to the land 
of the spirits- in death- and now returning" (1994, p. 3). 
Food 
The concept of food as an aspect defining identity emerged several times in the 
data. Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] spoke extensively of food harvesting and 
processing, and how important they were for the survival of the Nisga'a. She believes 
young people can identify with certain things that have been said about how our people 
used to do things, how they prepare their food (INT). Wiit'~ Ma~uxw [Pat Adams] 
described how food was a carrier of emotions, saying, we eat words, too. If a clan was 
sad when they were making soup, everyone at the feast would be sad when they ate the 
soup (RG1). Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] spoke of how food could be one of the elements 
prepared by students when organizing a feast at the school, as has been done in the past 
on the occasion ofUnity day. Food as a feature of identity is also evident, as some songs 
often make references to food harvesting, such as berry-picking songs. Nisga'a matriarch 
Sigidimnak' Wii Gaks [Audrey McKay] added that food is seen as part of the land, part 
of the life cycle ... [it's] very much a spiritual part of our being. Anything that we take 
from the land is part of our spirituality (pers. comm., Mar. 21, 2000). 
Cultural knowledge and identity 
Familiarity with Nisga'a culture gave many participants a strong sense of identity. 
Sim'oogit A!fdii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] described how he was well versed in the 
Nisga 'a culture. I knew all the people, all the houses, and I ... was well versed in 
protocol regarding .. . our respect for one another .... The work I was doing [teaching] 
was reinforced by my cultural background, my knowledge of who I was, where I come 
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from, and my obligation to the family (INT). Others mention how learning, or relearning 
Nisga'a language and culture reinforced their feelings of identity. In conjunction with the 
cultural revival of the 1960s, the local school district's emphasis on bilingualism and 
biculturalism seemed to be instrumental in the revitalization or rebirth of this feeling. As 
Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] described, these [strong feelings about the Nisga 'a laws] 
started coming back when we got our school here, when Nisga 'a language and culture 
began to be taught in the class (INT). 
Expressions of Culture 
The primary focus of this thesis was on Nisga'a culture conveyed to others 
through cultural performance (music, dance and drama). The music and dance categories 
emerged with rich descriptions and meanings. Although the concept of dramatization was 
not articulated as a separate component of identity, it is intrinsic to oral stories, songs, 
dancing, and feasts. Ritual and regalia also emerged as expressions of culture, as these 
features of identity are traditionally and presently integral to Nisga'a feasts. 
Nisga' a feasting: A total experience 
Traditional Nisga'a feasts seem to epitomize an ideal form of communication, as 
they incorporate verbal, non-verbal, and non-vocal expressions to transmit the deep 
elements of culture in a way so that those observing it fully experience its power. Hlgu 
Ayee [Peter McKay] illustrated how his ancestors may have held a feast: 
All the killer whale families have a main crest, as do all the other tribes. 
So [we might sing about] how we attained ... [our] killer whale crest, how 
it came about.. . . We're singing our history in that feast house. And then 
we'd go on and sing about other things. Maybe ... about how [our family] 
acquired our land that we use to harvest from. (INT) 
I will discuss how the features of identity merge in the following category of music and 
dance. 
Today, Nisga'a ceremonies have adapted to the changing dynamics of their 
culture, and one may hear popular music being played at a wedding feast instead of the 
traditional songs and dances. However, musicians continue to accompany the bride and 
groom to the church and reception hall, albeit playing on modem wind instruments. 
Similarly, the continuing custom of people gathering to celebrate or commemorate an 
event can be seen by the open invitations to weddings, yukws (settlement feasts), and 
other events regularly announced on the community channel. 
Music and Dance 
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Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] defined Nisga'a music as an all-encompassing 
concept, where all the elements of verbal and performing arts come together to express an 
idea (RG3). Music and dance, singing or chanting, and their role in Nisga'a culture 
triggered a number of memories in the participants. Without hesitation, participants 
devoted a great deal of time to speak with me about their experiences ofNisga'a music 
and of their traditional and contemporary uses. They described occasions at which song 
and dance were traditionally performed, and spoke with high esteem of those who 
contributed to its revitalization, of the current dance groups in the Nass valley, and of the 
Harmonic Silver Band, who in its heyday successfully competed in a number of music 
festivals. As another form of communication ... dancing is an expression, to celebrate, to 
give thanks to our creator, and also to illustrate some important features of your family 
history (Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay]: INT). Niitkw'ililtkw [Shirley 
Morven], District Principal of the SD92 Nisga'a Language and Culture Centre, spoke of 
songs of honour and songs that teach respect for the environment (PC). 
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Akin to devotion, people' s attitudes and deep respect for song and dance can be 
seen as they speak of cultural performance in the same breath as their soul or spirit, their 
family history, of the natural and supernatural world, and of every one of the components 
of culture noted earlier. Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] referred to cultural music [as] a 
special kind of music, because it 's so much a part of our culture. It has a lot more 
meaning to us than listening to music for fun. (INT). Likewise, Sim'oogit Minee'eskw 
[Rod Robinson] said everything has a meaning to it (PC), and it wasn 't a performance, it 
was part of being Nisga 'a (Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay]: INT). In a videorecording of 
cultural night taken at the 1987 NTC Convention, Sim'oogit Minee'eskw [Rod Robinson] 
said, "we have songs and dances that originate a long time ago, that [are] reflective of 
stories of how we survive." Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] also pointed out 
how when she danced and sang, she wasn'tjust acting it out ... . It's ... my identity- it 
showed who I was, who my father was, who my mother was, what families they belong to 
- and that I was to carry on whatever they had in their family throughout the years, pass 
it on to my children to let them know who they are (INT). Similarly, for Hlgu Ayee [Peter 
McKay], singing and dancing ... has been a big part of my life from ... when /was a 
teenager ... . That makes me feel even more Nisga 'a (INT). The merging of forms of 
cultural representations were further articulated by Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert 
McKay] in his discussion of: 
people who were born and trained to be composers. Because like poetry, 
the language used, the lyrics used, [were] loaded ... they were symbols. 
Symbols of expression. Expression of culture, expressions of encounters 
with different elements and especially with the supernatural ... the idea of 
expression then is well embedded into the dance and into the chanting. 
(INT) 
Evidently, it is not possible to disassociate music from dance, and vice-versa. The 
\ 
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participants sometimes referred to one, but more often to both at once. Ksim Sook' [Nita 
Morven] pointed out how music was a form of communication, much like poetry and 
literature is today (pers. comm., Jan. 10, 2000). 
Spirituality and revitalizing forces come through as a strong element for Wiit'~ 
Ma~uxw [Pat Adams]: When there is no dance and there is no song, there is no soul-
we 've lost our spirit, we have no stories to tell. Once it comes back... we 're alive (RG 1 ). 
As stated by Gwiis Ts'ilt [Darryl Woods], life is a celebration. Whatever ... amazed us, 
that's how we put our songs together ... . These are gifts the creator gave us ... . Thanks are 
[given] through songs and prayers (RGI). 
Within the communal dance group setting, IDgu Ayee [Peter McKay] showed 
how one' s individuality is expressed through movement: I had my own unique form that 
had to come out of me in order for me to dance ... . Nobody was going to teach me how to 
dance. They could teach me some basics, but .. . it had to come from within me. You 'II see 
the individual coming out of me through my dance ... . No one will dance the same (INT). 
Regalia and other aspects of material culture 
Regalia is defined as the clothing representing a person's rank and crests (and by 
extension, history) worn at feasts and other ceremonies. Crests are also represented on 
other objects, such as musical instruments, talking sticks, frontlets, jewelery, and more. 
Blankets made of red and black cloth, referred to as "robes of power" by Sim'oogit 
Minee'eskw [Rod Robinson] in the 1987 video, are usually displayed at ceremonial or 
public events. Some of this material culture is often seen in New Aiyansh. For example, 
the men drumming at the dance practices always brought their own drums, which were 
usually painted with clan crests. One participant told me that these instruments are of a 
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highly personal nature, and thus cannot be casually lent to others (Niitkw'ililtkw [Shirley 
Morven], PC). Perhaps one of the most well-known of these instruments is the Ganada or 
Raven rattle (PN #72-8589) on display at the Canadian Museum of Civilization in Hull, 
Quebec. Every person I interviewed owned some of these representative items, including 
jewelery, blankets, cedar-bark hats, and of course musical instruments. 
As discussed in the first chapter of this thesis, through colonization and 
Christianization, elements of a living culture such as masks, instruments, and regalia 
were perceived as symbols of "heathenism" by missionaries, and were destroyed, 
confiscated, or collected and sold, becoming artifacts stored in museums. Several years 
ago, Sigidimna,k' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] went to Ottawa with a number of other 
Nisga'a elders to view their ancestral art and material culture in museum storage. She 
expressed wonder at their collection of regalia and totem poles: 
It was something to see. .. . There were blankets that were stored just 
about- this high [motions to chin height}. They're all opened up ... and 
you can see the design on all of them. And that's where I found the blanket 
of my clan ... there in Ottawa ... . You know, it's just amazing, the collection 
the non-Indians have of how our people live and what they do to survive. 
(INT) 
The strong sense of belonging to a given clan continues today with many Nisga'a people 
wearing symbols associated with their clan, wilp, or other symbols of Aboriginal 
ancestry. On a day-to-day basis, the most commonly worn articles I saw that depicted a 
person's crests or subcrests seemed to be engraved silver or goldjewelery. 
Another form of expression brought up by participants was totem poles. 
Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] speaks of poles as an expression of history, 
comparing them to books. He said, in the DIA [Department of Indian Affairs], ... and the 
Anglican Church- they thought we were pagans with those totem poles. And we 're not. It 
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shows we're just certain ... each pole is [like 1 a book ... . When you print a book, it's a 
book telling what people do, who did it and all they are ... . [Erecting a pole 1 shows that 
you say, 'they're our grandfathers.' They'd shout at us to uphold it and be proud of it 
(INT). In Where the people gather, Jensen (1992) gives a detailed description of the role 
of music and dance in the Nisga' a pole-raising ceremony. 
Cross-cultural experiences 
Along with traditions, cross-cultural experiences emerged from the data as the 
second theme in defining identity. This section describes the participants' experiences 
shared with non-Nisga'a people, which impacted them in several ways that can be traced 
back to missions and schools. Talk centred mostly around the effects of residential 
schooling on cultural knowledge and practice, as well as differences between Nisga'a and 
non-Nisga'a society. 
Residential schooling 
Many of the participants attended residential school, mostly on the lower 
mainland, and they emphasized how their knowledge ofNisga'a language and culture was 
suppressed and nearly lost during their schooling. Extensively documented, First Nations 
culture and traditions in residential schools were forcibly removed from the students and 
access to them strictly denied. Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] elaborated: 
Residential schooling created a big gap in our culture. We didn't even 
know who our family was and who we were related to, even within the 
same school. When we came back, a lot of us had to relearn everything. 
Like the Nisga'a laws- mainly how people treat each other- marriage, 
tribal crests ... these were lost at residential school. We didn't have the 
same strongfeelings about these laws any more. (INT) 
As Barman observed in her essay on the inequality in schooling between Aboriginal 
schoolchildren and their Western counterparts (1995), the DIA did not acknowledge the 
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different ethnicities among Aboriginal people at the schools. Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven], 
who attended residential school in Edmonton, Alberta, commented, I guess you could say 
that we had no identity before- all we knew was that we were "B.C. Indians" (RG3). 
Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay], well-versed in Nisga'a culture 
before being sent to residential school in 1939, described how his traditional (Nisga'a) 
educational training contributed to his success working between both the Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal environments: My [cultural] training ... contributed to my present route. 
It enabled me to integrate our values into the Western .... And we also had a form of an 
educational system that I was able to integrate into the present ... perhaps that's important 
because we always talk about ... making the material relevant to the [students'] 
understanding (INT). In speaking of the influence of the church on feasting, lllgu Ayee 
[Peter McKay] said, the Nisga'a have become so accustomed to [the ritual and ceremony 
that the church does} and have brought it into our feast hall as well .... That's one thing 
we've lost is ... the song and dance within our feasts. Our feasts have become so much 
like K'amk_siwaa ["white man"}, you sit there, you listen, you have to be quiet and watch 
everything that's going on (INT). 
Between two worlds: Cultural differences 
Some of the participants described their experiences within a non-Aboriginal 
setting. Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] went to receive her teacher training outside of New 
Aiyansh. She strongly felt the lack of familiar cultural presence: When I lived in a 
community that wasn't Nisga'a it was totally different. Nobody knew each other. In our 
community, everybody would help each other. The society is changing a lot .... We're 
trying to take only the good stuff, but it's hard. I guess we all live in two worlds (INT). 
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Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] further explained the closeness of the family members ... it's a 
whole differentfeelingfrom ... the Western family system. Although the Nisga'a are living 
in nuclear families today just as the Western family is, we still do things as extended 
families. There's a really close knit there between our extended family members (INT). 
Differences in attitude, especially negative perceptions of Aboriginal peoples, are 
another factor that some participants have to deal with. Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia 
Morven] described an incident in her place of residence, Terrace~ BC, where she had to 
confront an individual displaying this attitude: [At the co-op] a man. .. was sitting about 
two tables from where I was, and he started to talk about the Nisga'a people. He said, 
"they think they own everything just because they're living on the land where it's the 
government that owns the land .. not the Nisga'a" (INT). Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia 
Morven]'s and Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith]'s experiences illustrate how awareness, self-




Teaching and learning: Towards a cultural performance curriculum 
The second part of this chapter addresses issues raised with regards to cultural 
performance in schooling. In this section, I present what the interview and resource group 
participants hope to see in the classroom, needs, challenges, ideals, and a range of 
considerations for teaching and learning Nisga'a cultural performance activities. These 
participants made a number of practical recommendations relating to Nisga'a curriculum 
content, development and implementation for both elementary and secondary school 
teachers and students (see Appendix D). I use my field notes as a participating observer 
on the classroom experience at NESS to illustrate how some of these recommendations 
were addressed through songs, dances, and dramatizations. The overlapping themes that 
emerged from the data reflect participant perspectives on honouring the importance of 
Nisga'a music and dance in culturally sensitive ways. 
Creativity and. composition 
Creativity was brought up as a new direction to be explored in Nisga'a music-
making, especially as it relates to composition of new material. Ksim Sook' [Nita 
Morven] said she wants that creativity brought out again (RG2). She later described 
creativity as including composing [one 'sj own songs and music. Youngsters need to know 
that it's OK to borrow from other cultures (RG3), noting that in the past, the Nisga'a 
always considered and infused their culture with elements of other cultures, as did many 
other nations. For instance, some local songs contained words in another language, 
showing the creativity and ingenuity of the composer in using a language other than his 
or her own to convey concepts ofNisga'a culture (PC). This openness to cross-cultural 
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interactions is also evidenced by the often-performed Peace Song, which brings together 
elements (both linguistic and contextual) of the four nations surrounding the Nisga' a- the 
Gitxsan, Tlingit, Tsimshian and Haida peoples (Sim'oogit Minee'eskw [Rod Robinson], 
PC). ffigu Ayee [Peter McKay] believes that the infusion of new cultural performance 
materials into the existing repertoire of songs and dances is vital to keep performers 
motivated, saying that singing the same songs .. . over and over every year [can] kill [the 
dancers' interest] (INT). 
The interest in composition was also expressed to me in other ways during my 
stays in the Nass. In July 1999, a group ofWWN students who taught or intended to 
teach Nisga'a language and culture observed the preparation ofTs'al, a method of salmon 
processing and preservation, by Sigidimna,k' Ligii'ant'o_k'kw (Pauline Grandison). 
Following this, the course instructor, Niitkw'ililtkw [Shirley Morven], invited me to 
assist the students in the composition of a song to commemorate the learning experience. 
This song was performed at an open house on the last day of class, and the performance 
generated a number of positive comments from the observers and the participants (see 
Appendix A). 
A few people involved in Nisga'a education approached me on composing music 
for children. Tk' ayks-Sgihl Anluuhlkwhl Psday [Deanna Nyce] spoke of composing a 
song with or for schoolchildren to enhance the sense of pride in their school, community, 
and nation (PC). Another community member involved in early childhood education 
approached me for the composition of a Nisga' a Alphabet song, and others expressed a 
wish to have their own recent compositions notated so they could play it on a melodic 
instrument or pass it on to someone who could. Soon after this was suggested, Fumi 
Torigai, the music educator at NESS entered my transcription of the Peace Song into a 
music editing program, transposing it into several keys for ease of playing. 
Community sharing 
90 
Many of the participants and other members of the Nisga'a nation brought up the 
idea of using music and dance as a means to keep lines of communication open between 
adults and children, or students within the respective schools, and. to increase the sense of 
community. Wiit'a~ Ma~uxw [Pat Adams] spoke of how in dance and in play, all were 
involved, even the adults. At residential school, we missed out on those teachings, but 
now .. . our grandchildren should listen carefully to what is said (RG I). A few people 
spoke of celebrating Unity day on November 1st. On this day in 1977, the Unity pole was 
the first to be raised in the Nass valley in over 100 years. This pole, which stands in front 
of NESS in New Aiyansh, was also the first of a number of poles raised by and for the 
community as a whole rather than by one family, as was traditionally done. Sgansdeek' 
[Margaret Smith] spoke of how at one Unity day celebration, members of the Nisga'a 
community came in to dance, talk about the culture, and a chief explained the regalia .... 
Explaining the symbolism of colours, of songs, of dances. Unity day involves all the 
district (INT). Similarly, Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] referred to a sense of community 
when she said, dance is shared with adults, it is important in our lives (INT). Sgansdeek' 
[Margaret Smith] said that although she would like to see Unity day celebrated annually, 
she also hoped to see music and dance more as a part of day-to-day life (INT). 
Teacher needs 
In keeping with SD92' s bilingual, bicultural policy. training educators about 
Nisga' a language and culture emerged as an important consideration with regards to 
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music and dance. Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] emphasized the need for 
teacher training while also speaking of cultural infusion, saying, every teacher, 
regardless of whether they're Nisga'a or non-Nisga'a should be well-versed in the 
cultural values involved .. . . [The J kind of orientation that will enhance the teacher to 
infuse that culture so that it brings out the values from the learner (INT). Sgansdeek' 
[Margaret Smith] echoed his sentiment, saying, train everybody first about Nisga 'a music 
and dance. She noted that a tape recording of someone singing the songs would help, so 
you wouldn't make any mistakes when teaching it, as well as a video or in-person 
demonstration. With regards to printed music, Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] pointed out 
the necessary ability to read music in order to sing new songs in conjunction with 
storytelling. She said, [Jj] the story has any songs, it should be done with the story- it 
should be a part of the story. There's a story about the beaver and the porcupine. I know 
there's a song with it, I saw the words written down. But I don 't know the song so I 
couldn't sing it. There was no music notation, but you have to have a musical 
background to be able to read the music (INT). Her own experience in relearning some 
of the traditions ofher people also shows the value of this type of professional 
development for educators. 
Niitkw'ililtkw [Shirley Morven] expressed the need for a music specialist to 
collaborate with teachers on the implementation of music activities, recommending pull-
out sessions with teachers, implementation, observation, and reflection- essentially, 
further spiralling cycles of participatory action research (PC). Both Sgansdeek' [Margaret 
Smith] and Hanak' am L~syoon [Sharlene Morven] concurred with this need, saying 
they learned a lot from the implementation of music activities in their classrooms, and 
that it was very informative (Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith], PC). This was supported by 
my experience in the classroom. Enlisting the collaboration of teachers ensured my 
teaching experience to be a positive one, and, to quote ethnomusicologist Helen Myers, 
"cultural barriers evaporated [through the] ... intimacy born of shared musical 
experiences" (1992, p.31). 
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Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] is a strong supporter of the WWN's 
capacity to teach, enhance professionals to learn (INT). He also stressed the importance 
of hiring Nisga'a curriculum developers so that more abstract cultural concepts can be 
effectively interpreted into the curriculum. Until this happens, it's gonna still remain 
abstract to the children (INT). 
Challenges 
This category describes barriers to the implementation of a music and dance 
curriculum. This includes underfunding, constraining hiring policies, and repercussions 
of colonization. A number of challenges to the implementation of the participants' 
recommendations came up during conversations and interviews. Sim'oogit ~dii Wil 
Luugooda [Bert McKay] expressed concern at funding priorities at the district level. He 
says that funding from the school district for Nisga'a language and culture is such that it's 
gradually lagging behind. Things we planned for are no longer used, we're cutting 
corners because of lack of money. For example, elders are rarely brought into the school 
to tell stories because there is little funding to compensate them for their time and 
knowledge (INT). Lack of financial support for the arts, an all-too-common occurrence, 
is undoubtedly an impediment to the creation and propagation of cultural performance 
materials, old and new. 
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Another challenge pointed out by Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] 
is the difficulty of employing more people ofNisga'a ancestry in schools, people who are 
familiar with the culture and its ways. He said, we have many capable teachers who are 
unemployed (INT). These educators would have a better capacity to understand the 
abstract meanings ofNisga'a cultural elements, which is foreign to some teachers. It's 
very abstract and has no meaning to most of them, not because they are racist, [but 
because they feel the culture] belongs to the past, it's dead. I've had that as a response 
from a number of people (INT). 
The suppression of culture and other damaging effects of colonization aroused 
emotion in some participants, who spoke of a broken spirit and a First Nations fear of 
failure. Wiit'a~ ~uxw [Pat Adams] said, wisdom is not recognized. Ksim Sook' 
[Nita Morven] added, the current structure makes you stay stuck in a mode of blaming 
(RG 1 ). The healing potential of cultural performance practice, discussed earlier in this 
chapter, was seen as counterbalancing these negative effects. 
Music and dance materials for school use 
This category presents materials specific to music and/or movement that were 
identified by participants as being appropriate for classroom applications. Much of this 
material is in a raw state, and as such has not yet been adapted or developed for 
classroom use. Although the lyrics to some of these songs have been transcribed, few are 
complemented with musical notation. More importantly, although participants alluded to 
their suitability, song ownership is not always clear. For these reasons, the following 
section describes some educational objectives with regards to cultural performance 
curriculum material rather than a specific set of songs. 
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Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] would like students to know what songs and dances 
belong to their tribe. Again alluding to the potentially revitalizing effects of introducing 
cultural performance into the classroom, she said, I'd like them to know about the things 
that I didn't know, like the two categories of music, the different stories that depend on 
your tribe ... A lot of us didn 't grow up with that and it would be something important for 
them to know. She continues, I think it's the knowledge about songs and dances that is 
important for the students to know ... . We usually dance or sing when there 's something 
special going on in the community or within the clan, such as Unity Day, marriages or 
deaths, at a naming ceremony, and I believe at a girl's coming of age (INT). 
Sigidimnak' Angaye'e (Amelia Morven] spoke oflearning by listening. If there's 
some little children there, and they listen to these young people performing, well of 
course they grasp it and they know it belongs to their family [if people perform inter-clan 
music} (INT). Similarly, Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] also promotes learning by observing 
with the members of his dance group. The younger children spend some rehearsal time 
playing and observing, imitating adults and creating their own movements. When they 
are ready to join in, they begin dancing and singing along with the adults on their own 
initiative or upon the director's invltation to do so (INT). 
Sigidimnak' Angayee [Amelia Morven] talked about teaching different stories the 
way our people tell who we were - and the type of dance they do, and the type of song 
they used to sing. And the lullaby. As an example relating to her family, she suggested 
showing the children about what my own clan had seen and ... [telling] the story of the 
totem pole they raised when they had these songs. She also suggested whenever [her 
parents] might get certain food, they tell us how they got it. .. and where they picked it. 
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And that there was a song that they used to sing while they were doing it, as in the case of 
berry-picking songs (INT). Sigidimnak' Wii Gaks [Audrey McKay] described how in the 
past, when the women went berry-picking they would carry their youngest child with 
them. To keep the child asleep they would hang the cradle from a branch and sing while 
picking berries (pers. comrn., Mar. 21, 2000). Berry-picking songs were also 
recommended by several other participants as being appropriate for children to sing. 
Sigidimna,k' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] sang me one of these songs that was in the 
Nisga'a language, to which a prominent missionary's wife, an organist, had added music. 
Bilingualism and biculturalism is obviously a primary concern for many 
participants. Sim' oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] spoke of putting Christmas 
plays on, using our culture, bilingually (INT). Like Sigidimna,k' Angaye'e [Amelia 
Morven], other participants said songs in other languages could be translated into the 
Nisga'a language. To follow up to this, Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] said, 
get the songs from the children. Even if it's in English you could always 
teach it- have someone translate it into Nisga 'a and teach it in Nisga 'a, or 
they could even just learn it in English ... . Our children have lots of 
stories ... to tell .. . . Get them to tell some of those memories. Turn it into a 
song so that they remember those memories ... . That's one way of bringing 
[music} into the school. And maybe they might have their own moves that 
they wanna do, and they might want everyone to learn how to move like 
that when they sing their song. So dance will automatically come in. (INT) 
However, he did point out that although he liked the idea of the songs comingfrom the 
children, [they] also have to learn about the traditional songs. Because it's from the 
traditional songs that we keep our own Nisga 'a style of song and dance ... . [It's 1 
important to teach our children ... our own style through our old songs. .. so that [they're 1 
not lost (INT). 
Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] and others spoke of general 
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ownership, or communal, songs that members of all clans had the right to sing. Sim' oogit 
~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] said, many of the chants are what we call 
P'deek. ... they're our crest, there's no direct ownership by anyone- it's a general 
ownership given by the creator, and it's usually for celebration, thanksgiving (INT). 
fllgu Ayee [Peter McKay] also spoke of communal songs [students} could learn .. . like 
Way Wo- that's a communal song, it's meant for all the Nisga'a to sing, it doesn't belong 
to one family. There's all kinds of songs .. . berry-picking songs, or lullabies ... . These are 
some of the songs that we use in our dance group today (INT). He also suggested Yeems 
K 'amlfsiiwaa, a comical song and dance for children that is a popular one in the valley 
and intended for all the Nisga 'a to use. He said, the kids always ask me if we can sing 
that, they really enjoy ... singing and dancing to it. Moreover, he pointed out the large 
number of songs recorded by Barbeau which are a rich source of older Nisga'a songs, 
saying, there's a lot of songs out there, like the 1927 tapes ... they're all family songs, 
most of them- that [the children] could learn (INT). 
Sigidimn~' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] suggested that something like what Wii 
Gyadim Sk~ [Eli Gosnell] did with his dance group could be done in schools. 
Sim'oogit Ksdiyaaw~ [Hubert McMillan] supported this idea by saying, [show the 
children] what Eli taught us. 1... know ... it's up to us [to carry on the knowledge] (INT). 
Many of the songs and dances revitalized by Wii Gyadim Skaa~ [Eli Gosnell] are still 
performed today by the Ceremonial Dancers, led by fllgu Ayee [Peter McKay]. Grade 
2/3 teacher Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] also noted that the songs [the dancers] are 
doing ... are more or less suitable for classroom use (INT). 
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Curriculum development & implementation 
A variety of suggestions and recommendations emerged from all sources of data I 
collected relating to all levels of schooling. Most suggestions reflected time-honoured 
ways of passing on knowledge. 
Competition 
The notion of competition is an old one for the Nisga' a. Intertribal carving, 
singing and dance competitions were traditionally held in January between the nations of 
the northwest coast, after a period of careful deliberation and selection of competitors, 
who then competed among the villages before going on to a month of celebration and 
demonstration. Participants spoke positively ofNisga'a participation in Western forms of 
competition. Describing how local societies such as the YWCA would try and outdo each 
other at annual Christmas concerts, Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] believes some 
competition would create more motivation and interest in song or dance performance 
(INT). Speaking with pride, Sim' oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] spoke of a 
Nisga'a band competing successfully at a music and drama festival in Prince Rupert 
years ago. He believes some competition should be brought back in school~ that's part of 
. . . what we could do. And we could incorporate dance at that particular day (INT). 
Stories. songs. and drama 
Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] described how she follows her grandfather's way of 
[singing] a song to illustrate a story he was telling, or to show what an animal sounded 
like, when she tells a story in class (INT). Sim'oogit AJfdii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] 
also suggested incorporating story and song. For older grades, he pointed out the 
advantages of songs for language development, saying, 
[In] school, you can parallel many of these lyrics with different poetry-
documentation, the different periods. And it would enhance the students to 
know [that] we have something in our culture that's very much like your 
poetry. And that's what we call paralleling. So in that sense then it's very 
important because after Grade 8 half of your curriculum in English is 
poetry. It becomes philosophical. And I see the value there- by really 
developing the music and the dance in that regard. (/NT) 
According to Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith], shorter time frames are more 
appropriate for music activities. However, she pointed out that not all traditional 
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knowledge is suitable for classroom adaptation because of their length, and squeezed into 
short time frames, they would be simplified and thus wouldn't truly represent the deep 
meaning of the story (INT). Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] sees the schools as a good forum 
for children to learn about and enact much ofNisga'a cultural knowledge, as 
traditionally, stories were told in levels of learning. Ksim Soo~.' [Nita Morven] recounts 
how she questioned her father when he incorporated unfamiliar elements into a story she 
had heard before, and he answered, "you weren't ready for that then" (pers. comm., Jan. 
10, 2000). She is of the opinion that curriculum development could make a story such as 
the T~seemsim Creation story, which is quite lengthy in nature, suitable for teaching in 
school. 
Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] suggested introducing and gradually 
increasing the time allotted for music and dance in the school's curriculum. He said, add 
on to what they've been doing with song and dance in the past. You could add some of it 
on all the time. It is important to us (INT). Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay], who graduated 
from NESS a few years ago, sees drama classes as a suitable place for cultural 
performance. He spoke of learning how to use the props, learning how to make things 
come to life, our masks-learning how to make them come to life- I think that [drama 
99 
class is 1 a good spot for Nisga 'a song and dance to come in to the school .. . there could be 
a drama class for the high school, there could be a drama class for the little kids as well 
(INT). 
Permissions and accuracy 
Sigidimnak' Angayee [Amelia Morven] said that teaching should go by clans, 
unless they are specifically asked to perform somebody else's dance. Conceding that 
inter-clan song performance might be necessary to preserve or perpetuate Nisga'a music, 
she stressed how [teachers 1 should always say who that dance belongs to, what clan it 
belongs to (INT). The concern for accurately passing on songs and cultural knowledge, 
namely through elders, came up with nearly every participant and was also discussed at a 
resource group meeting. 
Cultural performance for all ages 
Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] spoke of the inherent suitability of 
Nisga'a songs and stories for all levels ofleaming, as Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] 
explained earlier. Sigidimnak' Angaye'e [Amelia Morven] said, there's no age limit to it, 
you know ... . They could start the younger ones, with lullabies, and then as they grow 
older, they could have the other type. And there are stories .. . to tell just exactly the way, 
when a person is in their teens, there are certain things that they have to do (INT). 
Sim' oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] also said there existed a number of play 
songs that use symbolism at the age level that is reflected (INT). lllgu Ayee [Peter 
McKay] describes how the young kids will have their own way of singing or dancing to 
it. You go to the older children- they 'II have their own way of dancing to it and 
incorporating new ideas into it. And the older children will have their own way. We 'II all 
get different aspects from them, different ideas from them, regarding the songs (INT). 
Multiple meanings 
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Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] said people should try and become more conscious of 
children's needs, and encourage them to bring forth their ideas, saying we can learn a lot 
from them. (INT) Similarly, Gwiis Ts'ilt [Darryl Woods] says how each individual has 
their own gift, each individual has their own dance. They develop their own mask for 
their own song, for their own dance. We have to bring this out. (RG 1) For example, Hlgu 
Ayee [Peter McKay] suggested building on the knowledge children already have, saying, 
the one thing all the children know how to do is dance their tribe. They can dance like a 
wolf, they can dance like a killer whale, they all know how to do that and they really 
enjoy it (INT). 
Respect for the multiple meanings conveyed by different forms of representation 
were pointed out by several participants. Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] recommended 
acknowledgements of differences in our songs and performances, rather than only one 
right way. This is done in Nisga'a language teaching (RG1). Gwiis Ts'ilt [Darryl Woods] 
supported this concept by saying, there are different interpretations. Each person has 
their own point of view. This circle we are sitting in respects everyone's point of view. We 
each have our own story to tell (RG1). Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] 
suggested infusing cultural concepts automatically, saying, bring it home to the local 
examples. And then ... gradually move from the local to the region to the province to all 
of Canada (INT). 
Bringing it all together: Cultural performance as a total experience 
One way Hlgu Ayee [Peter McKay] recommended music and dance be brought 
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out are at feasts put on by students, which has apparently occurred before but not 
consistently. There are many different elements of feasts that could actually be happening 
at the school in different ways. 
They have concerts now and then within the school. Start using Nisga 'a 
song and dance for the concerts, rather than learning about Hansel and 
Gretel and all these people that we never knew about [laugh). We have 
our own people that we need to learn about. Learn about our T:J..seemsim 
[the messenger sent by the Creator to teach people how to live in harmony 
with each other and the land], and not about someone in England that 
lived a hundred years ago or whatever. We need to learn about our own 
people, our own history ... . Especially in our song and dance, if we bring it 
into the school, bring it in at concert times, when they have Christmas 
concerts, stuff/ike that. Learn the Nisga 'a song and dance. Bring out our 
drama through that. (INT) 
In speaking of feasts, he said, there's a lot we can do with regards to music and dance. It 
all ties in together- our whole culture ties in with that music and dance. We bring it all of 
it [in}. Thus, Illgu Ayee [Peter McKay] emphasized how to properly reflect Nisga'a 
culture, where everything all ties in together, the different components of a feast could be 
taught in home economics, woodwork, metalwork, and of course language and culture 
classes and then could be brought together and performed or displayed for others. For 
example, 
children could learn how to make their own regalia in the Nisga 'a 
language classroom, or culture classroom ... . Personalize it. They could 
learn how to make masks in the woodwork room .... [and] rattles ... . Or go 
to the metalwork room and learn how to make their own jewelery that they 
would use when they're gonna dance. And in the foods room ... they could 
learn how to make our traditional foods ... , just for dancing occasions ... . 
Then in the woodwork room they could learn how to make our big old 
bentwood boxes that we used to have. This is where we stored our regalia. 
They could make their own bentwood boxes to store their regalia, after 
they learn how to make their own regalia. (INT) 
The presentation of other "total experience" performances was also discussed at 
the first resource group meeting, especially with regards to the Creation Story. As noted 
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earlier, Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] described how the TJ:,seemsim Adaawak is told or 
taught in levels of understanding, when the person is ready for the next level. 
[Curriculum development could follow]. .. the same process as Halayt training- for 
instance, quests, creation of masks, which illustrate what they learned about themselves 
when they were in isolation (RG 1). 
Developing a cultural curriculum: The classroom experience 
Several educators expressed an interest in teaching Nisga'a cultural performance 
curriculum content in their classroom, and offered me teaching time in their classes for 
the implementation phase of this research. Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith], who 
occasionally taught songs and stories to the students, was one of the two teachers with 
whom I was able to schedule regular sessions with her cl~ss. She said about teaching 
music, I think it's good I enjoy doing songs with the students (INT). Y ool [Rosie 
Robinson], Hanak'am L~syoon [Sharlene Morven], Fumi Torigai, the music teacher, 
and a number of other mostly Nisga'a educators whose interest was piqued by what was 
occurring in two classrooms at NESS, were also interested in the activities. 
Based upon a preliminary analysis of the data from in-depth interviews and 
resource group meetings, I attempted to follow the concept of total experience with both 
Hanak' am ~syoon [Sharlene Morven]'s Kindergarten and Sgansdeek' [Margaret 
Smith]'s Grade 2/3 classes. The participants' recommendations often went beyond the 
applied practice of music and dance in Nisga'a schools- many of them related to the 
community, the child's family or ancestry, oral histories and stories, and a holistic 
perspective on cultural performance experiences (see Appendix D). Some ideas were 
incorporated into the activities, others were not possible to do because of the limited time 
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I had in the classroom. Regrettably, five visits to each classroom were inadequate to 
attain a full understanding of the cultural performance experience in school. Nonetheless, 
I was able to successfully incorporate some the recommendations in both classrooms. 
Using participants' words (italicized) in the following section, I outline the way teachers 
and I collaborated to address them. 
• Show them how it feels to be Nisga 'a, through song and dance. 
• It's important for them not just to do newer songs, but to know the traditional 
songs as well. Teach our own style through our own songs. 
By singing songs of the La~buu clan, children experienced their own or their 
classmates' wilp traditional heritage. I incorporated elements of traditional style such as 
rattles and drums, animal cries, and dancing within the activities I developed. Practicing 
the wolf howl and playing the drum were some of the children's favourite activities. 
• Teach the songs that are being used by the Gitl(J!t 'aamiks dancers. 
Effectively, Gak'etkwhl Hlgu Gibuu is one of the songs performed by the 
Gitl~t'aamiks Dancers, and is often heard in the community. 
• Go by the clans to which the students belong, unless they are specifically asked by 
someone of the other clan to perform that particular dance or song. 
• Always acknowledge the owners of a song I dance. 
To respect song ownership, we spoke of how the songs belong to the wolf clan, 
gave proper acknowledgement to the owners, and asked the students how they felt about 
sharing the song with their classmates. Many of the children were not familiar with the 
notion of song as property, and seemed fascinated and appreciative that they had been 
granted the privilege of singing it. Tribe divisions were always maintained in movement 
activities and proved to be a meaningful (and convenient) way of managing the 
classroom. 
• Focus on both language and culture. Use the language of songs and dances to 
reveal the deeper meaning of what they stand for. 
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• Have a Nisga'a person interpret the abstract contents of the curriculum so they 
are not lost in the teaching. 
Several steps were taken to ensure Nisga • a involvement and accuracy of song or 
lyric interpretation. Niitkw'ililtkw [Shirley Morven], District Principal of the NLC 
centre, interpreted the songs • lyrics and the abstract concepts they symbolized. The 
Nisga'a classroom teachers or I then presented these explanations to the children. 
Although I spoke of these concepts and reinforced the importance of knowing what the 
songs mean, their deeper meaning was conveyed by Nisga'a teachers. As the students 
saw their classroom teacher and I collaborating in constructive ways, they may have 
noted the importance of respect towards each other and towards one's elders. Doing 
justice to the total experience and deeper meaning of the more complex Lax_gibuu Song 
lyrics and melody would have necessitated more class time with the older primary 
children. 
• Students can retrace their ancestry through learning about songs and dances. 
We identified members of the L32£gibuu clan who were related to Sigidimnak' 
Angaye'e [Amelia Morven], one of the L~buu leaders who authorized the sharing of 
Gak'etkwhl Hlgu Gibuu. In this way some of them found out or refreshed their 
knowledge of their ancestry. In this grade 2/3 class, the children immediately formed by 
tribe when asked to do so, and expressed great surprise when they found out that I was 
not part of any one clan (which led to a brief but interesting discussion on Armenian 
identity). However, they were quite open to having me ''join" the killer whale group 
(upon their initiative), as they were few in number. 
• They already know how to dance their tribe- dance that way. 
• Listen to the children. 
• Bring back that creativity. 
• Have them create their own dances for themselves and others to perform. 
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Part of the activities developed with the Kindergarten children were improvising 
the movements of wolves, bears, or other animals, individually, in groups, and as a class. 
With both groups, creativity was developed through improvisation activities such as body 
percussion, animal or imitations of natural elements. Other activities included movements 
imitating tribe animals, facial expressions of the bear's different moods, physical 
expressions of the moods, use of own space, and sounds such as wolf cries. I tried to use 
children's ideas and suggestions as much as possible. Some students led a few of the 
activities, such as leading with the drum or a song lyric game we played. Additional time 
in the classroom would enable a music teacher to carry out song composition, story I song 
creation and dramatization, and more advanced improvisation activities. 
• Combine story and song. 
• Include music and dance in the school program [curriculum) to 'make time 'for 
it. Or it will only be included whenever there is time for it ... 
The two cooperating teachers were quite happy to "make time" for this in their 
classes, and supplemented my activities with their own at other times of the school day. 
The advantage to total learning experiences is that they can easily be integrated into other 
classroom activities, and could be planned to fit into variable amounts of available 
teaching time, from a fifteen-minute period after recess or lunch, to a full music class. 
• Use masks the students make in cultural performance presentations- the 
traditional in a contemporary setting. 
• Share dance with adults. 
106 
With Hanak' am L~syoon [Sharlene Morven]'s guidance, children made grizzly 
bear masks which they wore while dancing and improvising "bear" movements in class, 
as well as at a presentation of the Grizzly Bear chant at the northwest coast Aboriginal 
language educators' conference in October, 1999. 
• Begin younger children with lullabies, and teach them other types of songs as they 
get older. 
• Teach them by levels of learning. 
I adapted activities to the children's levels oflearning in the following ways: 
Kindergarten children were almost immediately comfortable with movement and singing 
activities. We continued to develop movement skills through improvising animal games. 
The Grade 2/3s were less comfortable with movement at first, so I began each class with 
body percussion exercises (a combination of clapping, snapping, patting or stamping out, 
4 to 8-beat rhythmic patterns). At first, they echoed my examples, and after a few days, 
they echoed their peers, one at a time, who volunteered to improvise some rhythms. 
The Gr. 2/3s did not seem comfortable with the song sheets I handed out. For this 
reason, I emphasized my use of the visual aids I had prepared, and we sang the La~buu 
song following a colour chart, which coded the song text phrase by phrase so that lyrics 
would be learned and remembered more easily. Although some students were slightly 
apprehensive about singing an entire song in the Nisga'a language, they participated 
much more enthusiastically when some ofthem recognized the melody. 
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• Have someone observe the implementation of these activities on a regular basis. 
Both collaborating teachers were usually present in the classroom as I 
implemented the activities with children, and intervened when necessary to clarify 
questions about cultural concepts or to relate them to some of the past experiences they 
had previously shared as a class. As mentioned earlier, others were invited to observe the 
sessions but were unable to attend. 
According to my observations and teacher feedback, the students' participation 
rate in the activities I implemented was very high. The inclusion ofNisga'a cultural 
performance activities seemed to motivate both teachers and learners to become active 
participants and collaborators in the learning process, leading to a deeper appreciation of 
the educational content (the two songs). I present implications and recommendations for 
Nisga' a cultural performance in schooling in the final chapter of this thesis. 
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Part III 
Past perceptions; future visions 
To conclude the fmdings, the last part of this chapter addresses changing attitudes 
towards the practice of cultural performance, and explores participant perceptions of the 
benefits thought to be associated with this practice. The implications of learning about 
and performing Nisga'a song and dance are cultural revitalization, an increased sense of 
belonging, and improved motivation for teachers and students. All the participants 
stressed the importance of perpetuating music and dance through schooling. 
Changing attitudes towards cultural performance 
A Nisga'a elder reminisced about the changing attitudes towards the resurfacing 
expressions ofNisga'a identity, from the controversial to the positive. Sim'oogit 
Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] was involved with Wii Gyadim Sk~ [Eli Gosnell]'s 
dance group from the beginning. At first, the group's efforts were met with derision and 
controversy within the Nisga'a community, resulting from the impact of colonization. As 
discussed earlier, many Aboriginal people were led to believe that drumming and dancing 
was immoral, even illegal, by the early missionaries and settlers. Tk'ayks-Sgihl 
Anluuhlkwhl Psday [Deanna Nyce] talked about some people's resolve of the 1970s, later 
overcome, that a pan-Indian approach was the right one and hence did not support the 
movement for the revitalization ofNisga'a-specific activities. She said, for example, some 
of our people wanted to wear regalia from the plains people rather than use our own 
traditional colours (PC). However, Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan]'s 
participation in the dance group was important to him despite some disparaging attitudes 
toward this movement by other village members. He described how they had to confront 
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what other people were saying. . . . They kind of laughed at us, 'cause we were going back 
300 years. We {didn't] mind ... take it or leave it, that's how [Eli Gosnell] put it. (INT). 
Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] described what an emotional experience it 
was for Wii Gyadim Skaa~ [Eli Gosnell] to bring back these songs and dances. This gave 
the dancers all the more conviction to work towards revitalization, to try even harder and 
do their best. He says they wanted to sing and dance out of respect and interest in his 
work, and to show their strong feelings of identity to others. They wanted to show Wii 
Gyadim S~ [Eli Gosnell] that we're interested in what he has shown us, what he had 
taught us to do. To show the younger generation. .. so that they can know how we feel 
about [singing and dancing] (INT). Effectively, if one listened to Ksim Sook' [Nita 
Morven]' s and Wiit' ~ ~uxw [Pat Adams]' conversations, and the discussion 
generated on the topic of Wii Gyadim Skaa~ [Eli Gosnell] and his work at the first WWN 
Board meeting I attended, it is clear that a deep respect for him lives on. Similarly, those 
who continue to carry on his work are also held in high esteem, as Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak 
[Hubert McMillan] said, we're so lucky that... Peter [McKay, the young dance group 
leader] ... is interested in music and dance. Sometimes we could give him [and other 
talented people] a word of encouragement ... towards keeping on doing it (INT). 
Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan]'s emphasis on encouraging a person's gift 
was echoed by Sim'oogit Minee'eskw [Rod Robinson] and several other people, with an 
occasional note that the person who intends to do so must learn to become very 
knowledgeable about his or her culture, including its laws, first before passing it on to 
others. 
During my stay in Aiyansh, some participants mentioned controversy arising from 
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occasional past performances ofNisga'a music and dance. These usually dealt with the 
perceived lack of proper acknowledgements given for the performed material. For 
example, illgu Ayee [Peter McKay] said at that feast no one knew I was going to get up 
and sing a song. And it was shocking to [the audience]. Everyone was in awe at it (INT). 
This particular performance raised controversy as mentioned earlier in this chapter; 
controversy that can probably be attributed to misinterpretations in older research that 
conveyed incorrect meanings with regards to cultural practices. 
Benefits of performance practice 
Revitalization 
This category speaks to the process of revitalization and of revitalization as a 
potential benefit of doing music and dance in school. Participants speak of continuing 
the revitalization of traditional culture and knowledge spawned by leaders such as Wii 
Gyadim Sk~ [Eli Gosnell], including the encouragement of gifted, and active, people in 
this revitalizing process. Sigidimnak' Angayee [Amelia Morven] describes him as being 
a person that was really into passing on whatever he'd learned from our people (INT). 
When Wii Gyadim Sk~ [Eli Gosnell] was taken ill and could no longer direct the dance 
group, he trained Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawa.k (Hubert McMillan] to take over his role as 
leader. Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] once again emphasized the concern on 
doing one's best when he says [Wii Gyadim SkaaJ. (Eli Gosnell)] taught me as a director 
when he was getting sick. You could do what you can, is what he told me (INT). 
illgu Ayee [Peter McKay] spoke of holding the frrst dance rehearsals after 
school- this is where I started with the dance group, as being an instructor ... by bringing 
it into the school. Based on his experience starting out this dance group at school level, 
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and then subsequently transferring it to the community level, IDgu Ayee [Peter McKay] 
strongly feels that other elements of their culture could come back through schooling. He 
said, 
that's where the Halayt dance will come back, in drama .. . . [Jfl we bring 
all of our culture back into that school it's going to start bringing itself 
into the community, the way it needs to be brought in to the community. 
And it'll only start with our children, just as it did with the school ... dance 
group ... . And if we bring all our other aspects of our culture into that 
school and teach the children, it 's gonna come out of that school and into 
the community. (INT) 
Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] offered a further example of the influence of 
cultural revitalization in education: the stories, the songs [about wolves}, that's 
what I learned in schools here. I learned everything about the Nisga 'a when I 
started working at the school. I remembered my language, too. I guess I was one 
of the lucky ones. Some people didn't (INT). 
Belonging 
Some participants spoke of how using the language, knowing the culture, and 
dancing could contribute to an improved sense of belonging for Nisga'a youth. 
Sigidimna,k' Angaye'e (Amelia Morven] feels the Nisga'a should make [music and dance 
more a part of their lives}. .. because the children would identify with that . .. . [They 
would know J how our people used to do things, how they prepare[ d) their food, and how 
there was a song made up. She thinks the teaching ofNisga' a songs and dances in school 
will help the young people understand who they are [and] retrace their ancestry (INT). 
Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith], who re-learned her Nisga'a language skills and stories and 
songs about her clan when the bilingual/bicultural policy began to be implemented in 
SD92 schools, spoke of developing "strong feelings" towards Nisga' a culture. These 
feelings .. . started coming back when we got our school here, when Nisga 'a language 
and culture began to be taught in the ... classes (INT). 
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Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] also hoped that using the language 
and culture and the dancing will help the learner, especially the young Nisga'a, to 
identifY himself knowing that .. . he or she comes from a culture that has made them 
survive (INT). Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan] said [showing} the people our 
culture and what we could do ourselves would contribute to improved self-esteem (INT). 
For Sim'oogit Ksdiyaawak [Hubert McMillan], being part of the dance group gave him a 
sense of pride in his identity. He said, I was proud to be Indian then. Another strong 
believer in the powerful implications of having music and dance in schooling, Sim' oogit 
~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] talked about how [cultural performance] definitely 
has [a place in schools], because ... the language, the lyrics of the song [are] just loaded 
with symbolism that delivers a message of value of lifo. For instance, the symbolism used 
in a ... welcome song ... the lyrics of this little tune .. . enhances the [foe/ing of worth when] 
coming into the chiefs house (INT). More specifically, Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] 
believes children would have a firmer belief in their own culture and tribe because they 
would know that these were their stories, their songs, their territories (INT). Gwiis Ts'ilt 
[Darryl Woods] likewise felt that keeping and sharing stories and songs teaches respect 
for the little people [children], respect for who they are (RG 1 ). 
Cultural performance can lead to healing as a therapeutic experience, occurring 
through self-expression and contributing to an improved sense of self-esteem. Some 
participants spoke of the healing properties of singing and dancing. Hlgu Ayee [Peter 
McKay] said, it's a part of healing ourselves, that dancing we do for other people ... 
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we're healing ourselves [through dance] (INT). In speaking of cultural performance at 
school, Ksim Soo,k' [Nita Morven] believes spirituality and healing will happen after our 
identity is expressed through masks, songs, dances, music, art, drama, and [song] 
composition (RG3). 
Summary 
Many songs and dances of the Nisga'a are part of their rich tradition, 
dramatizations of the sacred stories or histories of the founding of their huwilp and 
ownership of territories. Strongly linked to spirituality, these songs, dances and stories 
represent and express cultural symbols which have a deep resonance for the Nisga'a 
people. Many participants support the establishment of a cultural performance activity 
base for schools to facilitate the transmission of the rich traditions in respectful ways. 
Issues of rights to songs are part of the cultural knowledge the proponents of music in 
schools seek to have the children learn, respect and carry on. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
IDENTITY, RESPONSIBILITY, AND EDUCATION 
In this final chapter, I will discuss the conversations about Nisga'a song, dance, 
and schooling presented in chapter five. Then the implications, recommendations for 
further research, and limitations will be considered. An analysis of the data contained 
within and across categories showed Nisga'a participants speaking with a common voice 
about the interconnected elements defining Nisga'a culture and identity. 
Cultural performance is an expression of who the Nisga'a are, and expresses 
beauty and lived experiences in a most honourable way. Music, dance, dramatizations, 
and art and material culture are vital symbols ofNisga'a culture, and reflect the social, 
political, economic, spiritual, and educational dynamics of the culture. The important role 
of story and song, dance, and regalia in defining identity was further emphasized by the 
willingness of the participants to show me their ceremonial blankets, other regalia or 
musical instruments, and to share songs and stories with me. The dynamic and 
interrelated customs and practices ofNisga'a culture intertwine and shape the 
participants' background. When participants spoke of one feature of their identity, it was 
always placed within the context of the other features. Some of the components of 
identity suffered heavily from the impact of colonization, as discussed earlier in this 
thesis. 
The Nisga'a strongly believe it is their responsibility to ensure the transmission of 
their culture through schooling. This responsibility is directly associated with Nisga' a 
laws, or Ayuukhl Nisga'a. Artistic expressions are natural ones that children enjoy, and 
ones that can reach them in a way few other experiences can. However, the current 
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educational context of public school education following the BC provincial curriculum 
marginalizes cultural performance by compartmentalizing it into distinct disciplines (art 
class, music class, drama class, and so on). This is in direct conflict with Nisga'a views of 
the arts and song, dance, and dramatic representation as a total experience where the 
disciplines are interdependent. 
Although an interruption in culture was a shared experience for all Nisga'a, 
individual participants perceived cross-cultural experiences in different ways. For 
example, Sgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] spoke of the loss of culture and identity through 
her residential school experience, and of how she had to relearn the traditions of her 
people to feel a stronger sense of belonging. On the other hand, Sim'oogit ~dii Wil 
Luugooda [Bert McKay], who also attended residential school but with a solid grounding 
in Nisga'a ways, spoke of how knowing Western ways facilitated some of his 
experiences in the cross-cultural context. It is important to note here that there was great 
diversity among the way individual participants were raised, often reflected in the way 
cultural knowledge was acquired. For example, the older participants learned about their 
culture primarily from their elders, whereas the younger ones tended to learn about 
traditional Nisga' a knowledge through books, in class or at workshops, as well as through 
occasional interactions with elders. 
Implications and recommendations for Nisga'a education 
Participants strongly supported the active presence ofNisga'a cultural 
performance in schools, and suggested a range of recommendations with regards to its 
inclusion. The following section relates to the primary (K-3) level, as I did not work with 
intermediate and high school students for this study. Nonetheless, participants' 
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recommendations for older children imply that, in conjunction with learning some songs 
and dances, they might best learn these traditions through critical analyses of song texts 
and organizing larger productions such as a Unity day feast, concerts, and even 
competitions. 
Children expressed a lot of enthusiasm about playing instruments, especially the 
drum. In general, all the children enjoyed the movement activities; mirroring, body 
percussion, and improvisation. Kindergarten children enjoyed dramatizing animals, in 
groups with their classmates or in pairs, and in my experience, older primary children 
expressed the same enthusiasm for movement and dance when they are accustomed to 
moving and dancing in earlier grades. Some Gr. 2/3 students expressed confidence in 
improvising body percussion rhythms for their classmates to imitate. The Grade 2/3 
children expressed surprise at my suggestion of making animal sounds, but soon 
developed great enthusiasm for practising wolf cries. 
Learning new Nisga' a words through music helped children learn them rapidly. A 
new word in the context of the song helped children remember it. As well, this developed 
auditory discrimination skills, for example, by illustrating the "rhythm of the word" 
through the drum (i.e., choice of five Nisga'a words: "which one of these is the drum 
saying?") Visual aids, especially for the grade 2/3 children, were an important factor in 
learning the song lyrics and structure. 
The above activities follow concepts ofOrff's music for children philosophy, 
reflecting music as a total experience (Orff, 1978). The positive attitudes of children and 
high levels of participation and enthusiasm displayed by them strongly imply the 
suitability of this approach for the development of music and dance curriculum. Thus, the 
concept of total experience could be applied to the development of music curriculum, 
sayt k'ilim goat (with one heart, one mind, one spirit). 
Children needed a confident leader familiar with Nisga'a culture and some 
language skills (at the very least, comfortable with song lyrics and meaning of words). 
Nisga' a teachers and other community resource people were an important resource for 
me as a non-Nisga'a educator working with cultural resources for the first time. For 
example, I strongly felt the temporary absence ofSgansdeek' [Margaret Smith] due to 
illness at the beginning of the implementation in her class. 
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There are some contradictions and risks inherent to translating concepts of an oral 
culture to a more linear (written) one. For instance, some loss of personalized 
interpretations, vitality or dynamism, as well as difficulties in trying to fit traditional 
ways of working into the constraints of compartmentalized Western educational 
approaches and schedules, could and did occur. Nonetheless, my experience as an 
elementary music specialist indicates that there are more benefits than drawbacks to 
documenting cultural material, especially with regards to the general availability and 
accessibility of cultural resources for educators. This is especially important in 
consideration of the fact that some of the traditional Nisga'a ways of recording or passing 
on history have suffered through colonization and Christianization. For example, family 
crests depicted on totem poles (which are no longer in the Nass valley), traditionally 
acting as a memory tool, may not trigger as many stories or oral histories as they did in 
the past. However, properly transcribed songs, word pronunciations, context, meanings 
and symbolism of songs would help Nisga'a and non-Nisga'a teachers and others have a 
useful reference to consult. In this way, printed resources would assist the continuation of 
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oral/ aural traditions, and would work well in conjunction with more linear written forms 
of expression. Moreover, by re-translating written curriculum for the classroom, 
teachers, as performers, play an important role in conveying vitality and dynamism to the 
children. This would compensate for some of the drawbacks of documenting an oral 
tradition. 
Essentially, because of disruptions in culture, some of what used to traditionally 
be learned or taught at home needs now to be done in school. The message came through 
clearly from the Nisga'a participants: it is essential to transmit this tradition to Nisga'a 
youth, and for them to be active participants in the learning and transmitting of these 
practices. It is imperative to encourage those who are doing so, and encourage new 
directions in Nisga'a music. Nisga'a language teaching through stories and songs should 
be a part of schooling not only because they are an important part ofNisga'a culture, but 
because this knowledge will give Nisga'a youth a sense of identity in knowing who they 
are, where they come from, and where they have to go. This knowledge will make the 
Nisga'a stronger, and may be a path toward revitalization and healing. In the Foreword to 
From time before memory ( 1996), the late Sim' oogit D~eet [Alvin McKay], former 
superintendent ofSD92, noted the empowering nature ofNisga'a stories and laws. He 
said, "inherent in most of the Adaawak and Ayuuk are life values which can form the 
basis for high self-esteem, self-identity, self-reliance, and self-determination" (1996, p. 
xii). From what some informants said, the better they know and understand their own 
cultural identity, history, traditions and values, the more successful they are in and 
outside of the classroom. For example, Sim'oogit ~dii Wil Luugooda [Bert McKay] 
says that it was his extensive training from birth, as chief-to-be, that enabled him to 
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participate successfully in the educational change brought to the Nass valley in the 70s. 
The reclaiming ofNisga'a cultural traditions must start at a deeper, more fundamental 
level of rebuilding self-knowledge and self-respect, and must work in concert with cross-
cultural elements. This is especially important in a small community such as New 
Aiyansh, where some of the children have little opportunity to see the larger context of 
current mainstream culture. 
This is in keeping with the school district's bilingual, bicultural education policy. 
However, participants clearly suggest that there is a lot more room for improvement with 
regards to the actual practice of cultural performance. In the 1987 cultural night video, 
the T~seemsim creation story was re-enacted in full ceremony, where observers 
experienced the darkness and light, thunder and lightning, singing, chanting, cries of 
loons, animals, and people, of the spirit world and the natural world. Some of these 
elements present in that performance could be incorporated into school activities either 
on a large scale at an annual event (such as putting on a feast, as has occurred in the 
recent past) or on a smaller scale for daily or weekly activities, or for younger students. 
Nisga'a children practicing cultural performance can expect to develop a sense of pride in 
their culture and an increased sense ofNisga'a identity. 
Visions for the future 
As we saw in the first three chapters of this thesis, there are clear connections 
between features of identity and education, and benefits associated with expressing 
oneself through song and dance. Coming full circle, these diverse benefits include the 
fostering of a deep sense ofNisga' a identity and knowledge, and encouragement for the 
development of new directions in music and dance. Some participants said that a song 
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composition from children of a particular school would give the students a sense of pride 
in the school, the community, and the nation. Nisga'a self-knowledge could be deepened 
by using examples children are already familiar with, gradually placed in the wider 
educational context where connections can be made to the wider society. Implications of 
this are reflected by Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven] in her suggestion that "real power" 
comes when parallels between Nisga'a and non- Nisga'a relationships are made and 
understood by the students-- when they can apply their knowledge to the outside world. 
Interestingly enough, the reason some First Nations leaders back in the not-so-distant past 
agreed to go to residential school was to learn 'the white man's ways' to see how they 
came about their power. 
Visions of chiefs such as Shingwauk and others (see Miller, 1996) may finally be 
on a path towards realization through the creation of an Aboriginal Education Branch at 
the BC Ministry of Education where, for the most part, people of Aboriginal ancestry are 
employed. Some of their achievements include Shared learnings- the new K-10 First 
Nations Studies curriculum guide (1997), and other material such as the Planning guide 
for Aboriginal learning resources (1998). An extensive examination of Ministry of 
Education curriculum documents reveals a lack of representation of Aboriginal artistic 
heritages. The implementation of the Shared Learnings curriculum however, represents 
an alternate worldview. In New Aiyansh, conversation with the local music teacher 
revealed an interest in implementing more culturally relevant content within the music 
program. An example of this could be a concert band arrangement of the Peace Song, a 
northwest coast song often heard in the Nisga'a community. This could help arouse 
students' motivation to participate in band. However, teachers have trouble accessing the 
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rich musical heritage in the Nass. The NLC Centre could have a strong role in this by 
further work towards the development of curriculum and the returning of knowledge and 
accessibility of information for the Nisga'a community in general. 
Control of education remains an issue with the Nisga'a people, especially as the 
district is provincially regulated. One of the ways the Nisga'a have been retaining some 
control is through the continuing development of culturally relevant resources. The NLC 
Centre has been actively working towards the development and implementation of a new, 
integrated K-3 Nisga'a language and culture curriculum, which is being piloted this year 
(99-00). According to the District Principal of the NLC Centre, this interdisciplinary 
curriculum will eventually include music activities (Niitkw'ililtkw [Shirley Morven], 
personal communication, July 28, 1999). With regards to cultural performance, it would 
take a person knowledgeable about Nisga'a culture with a solid grounding in visual and 
performing arts education and experience to create high-quality curriculum resources. 
By highlighting the interrelationships of features that define Nisga'a identity and 
by identifying suitable ways by which cultural performance can be transmitted in schools, 
this study shows that separating the features ofNisga'a cultural performance effectively 
compartmentalizes and thereby marginalizes it. A range of meanings are conveyed by the 
practice of music and dance, and simply singing or playing a Nisga'a lullaby without 
considering its context would not adequately reflect its important role in Nisga'a culture. 
The potential contribution of the WWN in this area is enormous. The WWN is in 
an excellent position to further cultural revitalization and development work, including 
curriculum development for teachers in training and projects using participatory research 
designs. Developed activities or units could be shared with others and tried out in Nass 
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valley schools, as was the intent of the Ts'al song we collaboratively composed with the 
summer students. 
The enormous power of teachers in the revitalization process cannot be 
underestimated. My experience as a "visiting" participant in the Nisga'a community 
became apparent during the classroom implementation of the activities I planned, 
especially with regards to language. Although I am familiar with different music 
education strategies, I was initially thrown off by my inexperience with the Nisga'a 
language. This became a positive learning experience for everyone involved, as the 
children and cooperating teachers assisted me in my awkward attempts at pronouncing 
Nisga'a song lyrics and clan crest names. The grade 2/3 class expressed varying degrees 
of confidence upon being faced with the La~gibuu song text, but the learning of this song 
seemed to take on a new and interesting challenge when they realized that both they and I 
were undergoing a collaborative learning experience. This experience of implementing 
some Nisga' a songs at NESS shows that cross-cultural collaboration is necessary for the 
integration of cultural performance in a respectful way. Otherwise, it would be easy to 
present these materials as "pieces of culture" into the mainstream, provincially regulated 
school system. Although it is possible for all educators to represent some Nisga'a cultural 
performance activities in class, some important elements are necessary to do so in "time-
honoured ways." Namely, a deep commitment to learn about Nisga'a culture is 
imperative. 
Cultural awareness 
The analysis of the collected data showed the important role of training and 
professional development for teachers and students, including the revitalization of 
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cultural knowledge for teachers to be successful in teaching Nisga' a arts. Although 
knowledge ofNisga'a culture is recommended in job postings for educators in Nass 
valley schools, the extent to which non-Nisga' a teachers are expected to and actually do 
deepen their understanding is difficult to gauge. The concern for accurate transmission of 
Nisga' a culture without misrepresentation, while acknowledging the diversity of 
individual interpretations, also emerged as an important consideration. Several 
participants said elders should go in to show exactly how things were done. I was told 
that one of the reasons why elders are not often seen in classrooms is because they should 
be compensated, and due to funding shortages, they are not often seen in classrooms. As 
an alternative to this situation, elders could be invited to present workshops specifically 
designed for training teachers. By transmitting their knowledge to groups of educators, 
they would reach a much wider audience than one classroom. In this way, they can be 
financially compensated as well as ensuring the transmission of traditional knowledge. 
Although this study focused on Nisga'a people, I did have a number of 
opportunities to observe and interact with people of other ethnicities who taught in New 
Aiyansh. According to Taylor (1995), educational authorities, teachers, administrators, 
and community members must be aware of the non-Native teachers' role in the school 
and community in order to control the effect they have on a school and its students. I 
witnessed the commitment to understanding Nisga'a knowledge and to implementing 
effective teaching strategies to create positive change. Some teachers put in hours of extra 
time daily or weekly, whether it was through registering for Nisga'a language or culture 
courses or by offering a variety of extracurricular activities. Nonetheless, the Nisga' a 
nation could reinforce their support of cross-cultural work by recommending a 
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professional development course to be taken by both Nisga'a teachers and teachers of 
other ethnicities who work in their communities. In this course, which could be offered 
by the WWN, issues such as those pointed out by Taylor could be addressed before the 
start of the school year and throughout the ftrst few months. This course would be highly 
practical in nature and would involve teacher I classroom exchanges, observations and 
feedback, and ideally, student and family involvement. 
Limitations 
The implementation phase of my work was somewhat dependent upon the 
district's institutional structure, as well as the time of year. For this reason, I was able to 
teach and gather feedback from the lessons for only ftve days within a period of over two 
weeks. A deeper understanding of effective ways of teaching cultural performance would 
be achieved if this research were to be conducted over a longer period of time. A teacher-
researcher who works within the Nisga'a school setting would be in a better position to 
carry out the applied phase of this research, as they would be familiar with the classroom 
dynamics. Details such as knowing the students' names and the clans they belong to 
would have been ironed out at the start of the school year. More importantly, the 
establishment of trust between teacher and student, as well as from teacher to teacher, 
would already be in place and would facilitate lesson implementation. Another 
requirement of this research was a high degree of flexibility with regards to time, and the 
teacher-researcher's regular presence among the Nisga' a population would ease some of 
the logistical constraints in carrying out the work from a distance. 
Recommendations for further research 
There is much potential for further work for the development of music and 
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movement (cultural performance) resources in the Nass Valley. This study identifies two 
starting points that could be actively explored. They are: revitalizing musical traditions, 
and developing new directions for Nisga'a music. Both these starting points require a 
well-documented Nisga'a music resource base. Research and development could be 
carried out jointly by the SD92 Language and Culture Centre, the WWN and the Ayuukhl 
Nisga'a Department of the NTC, in consultation with other knowledgeable resource 
persons. The spiraling, self-reflective cycles of a participatory action research approach 
involving all three institutions will give Nisga'a people a strong voice in the research 
process, address Nisga'a needs and goals, improve educational understandings and 
practices, and empower the community. Participatory research methods, namely, research 
carried out by the Nisga'a for the Nisga'a has already proven itself through the 
establishment of an institution such as the WWN and the creation of SD92. As noted 
earlier in this thesis, Posch and Mair ( 1997) argue that dynamic networks "[break] the 
barriers between school and community and [create] strong demands for a reflective and 
communicative approach to teaching and learning through action research" (p. 261 ). This 
thesis, through a single cycle of action research, shows the obvious benefits of cultural 
performance in education. It is my belief that the understanding of cultural performance 
will deepen and the benefits of its practice will increase through a dynamic networking of 
Nisga'a institutions. 
Ethnomusicology revisited 
Barbeau's 143 songs collected at Arrandale, on the Nass, are often talked of in the 
valley, and people often wonder what is happening with them. Barbeau's and other 
researchers' work, as well as elders' knowledge, provide starting points for research and 
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thus revitalization. The NTC archives, however, do not hold a complete collection of the 
songs from the wax cylinders on which Barbeau used to make the recordings. 
Researchers could go through the Barbeau tapes after they have been located, and work 
with the Canadian Museum of Civilization archives to determine which ones were 
transferred to cassette. They could then identify which songs were transcribed, study the 
background information, look at the aesthetics, poetics, similar elements in musical style 
and so forth, in order to compile a comprehensive collection ofNisga'a music. A 
professional reissue producer could be contacted for work towards the digital restoration 
of these archival acoustic recordings for issuing on compact disc. Today's technology 
will eradicate much of the interference on the recordings. 
Barbeau's notes also need to be tracked down and copied from the museum's 
archives. Every attempt should be made to clarify the origins of each song, using 
Barbeau's own notes and interviewing. Field researchers could verify the accuracy of the 
existing data and identify inaccuracies through interviews with elders and others. This 
may even be set up as a WWN Special Topics course. His work needs to be reviewed and 
authenticated so that misconceptions or misrepresentations are cleared up. For example, 
in the dirge entitled "Hano," the first word is missing (no. 69 in Barbeau's Tsimshian 
songs). This hides the meaning of the whole song, where in fact it should read, "I died of 
having been made the head chief," with these words intending to convey the taxing 
responsibility of being chieftain (Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven], 1999, n. pag.). For these 
revisions, a music specialist is needed for accurate transcription and interpretation work, 
and a language and culture expert for the text and its symbolism. Meticulous 
authentication and Nisga'a protocol should determine the number of songs intended for 
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performance or publication. This high level of ethical awareness should facilitate any 
interactions or communication across the people or institutions involved in the research. 
Collaborating researchers could also attempt to articulate the more abstract concepts of 
Nisga'a culture. 
If or when the (Barbeau) songs are contextualized and elaborated, permissions 
could be received to publish and share the music with others. A digitization project, CD-
ROM or internet-based, would greatly improve the accessibility of developed resources 
and revitalized materials. In this way, people outside the Nass valley could begin to 
understand the Nisga'a way oflife beyond what is shown in the media and in the limited 
amount of print and online material. The publication of any Nisga' a music resources 
would entail examining the issue of intellectual property rights with regards to song 
ownership. To protect indigenous material from exploitation, the nation would need to 
arrive at an agreement on copyrighting song materials before they are disseminated to a 
wider audience. 
On the 1987 Cultural Night video, we heard a conch shell representing the sound 
of a Nax Noq, a Nisga'a spirit. According to Ksim Sook' [Nita Morven], "the original 
instrument was made of reeds of some sort" and it was traditionally used in welcoming 
ceremonies, sounding from four directions (pers. comm., Sept. 27, 1999). Traditional 
Nisga'a instruments, their symbolism and their relationship with the world around them 
could be researched and presented in a comprehensive organology8 work, as Diamond, 
Cronk, and von Rozen did with northeastern First Nations communities (1994). New 
instruments could be made, or their sounds replicated on modem instruments. They could 
then be easily incorporated into language and culture units at all levels or played by 
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students, perhaps as part of a Unity Day feast put on by the school. 
New directions in Nisga'a music education 
In the creation and development of any new curricula, certain factors are 
necessary. First, there is the need for expertise in the area that is to be developed. Then 
there is the need for financial compensation for those who give of their time and 
experience or expertise. Finally, there is a need for time to plan and carry out or pilot the 
work within the schools. Naturally, this assumes that the will to create change is there. 
This study has shown that the teaching expertise and cultural knowledge is certainly 
present in the Nass to do so, complemented by occasional consultations with a music 
specialist to clarify technical issues. Grants from various funding agencies could be 
explored to address the financial component. Cultural performance curriculum 
development and implementation could be the NLC's next project after the piloting of 
their new language curriculum, or even in conjunction with it, with the WWN overseeing 
the research. This would entail working with community members for the composition 
and development of newer musical materials. With regards to new directions in Nisga' a 
music, singers and dancers of these newer creations may symbolize the past, present and 
future of cultural performance traditions: 
It is sometimes said of a man that he stands in the main tradition of his art, 
which means that his work is the sum total of all his great predecessors 
plus something of his own. . . . myriad influences play across the surface of 
his art like yesterday's sunlight, illuminating his work and celebrating the 
past influences which helped to shape it. (B. Green, speaking of jazz 
guitarist Joe Pass on the 1974 album Virtuoso) 
Other new directions could be explored as well. For instance, on another note, one 
could retrace the history of Western music in the Nass. There was obviously much pride 
8 Organology, a branch of ethnomusicology, refers to the study of musical instruments. 
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in past achievements regarding choir and band performances at concerts, festivals and 
competitions. This history could be written up, including contemporary uses of music, 
along with the history ofNisga'a music which would be based upon the revised version 
of Barbeau's research. An examination ofNisga'a song structure could be done through 
the analysis of relationships between music and text, as Mulder did in an article on Coast 
Tsimshian songs (1994). In a book review of Enrico and Stuart's monograph Northern 
Haida Songs (1996), Laurel Sercombe illustrates how the authors- a linguist and an 
ethnomusicologist- collaborated to examine the deep relationship between the music and 
the text ofHaida songs. She notes that Enrico and Stuart "apply musical and linguistic 
analytical tools to the study of the full range of song genres in a Northwest Coast music 
tradition" (1998, p.356). 
Composition of new songs, working with people recognized for their musical 
talent, affinity for working with children, and interest in maintaining Nisga' a cultural 
identity through music would be useful projects. These could include members of the 
community who compose songs of their own. These songs could be transcribed for their 
own use (i.e., to play it on a melodic instrument, or to pass it on to a family member), or 
for others to perform if they so agree. Songs could also be composed to help further 
language skills. By tangibly encouraging this kind of creative work, a contemporary set 
of music materials would be created which could form part of the resources for school 
use, in keeping with Nisga' a tradition of acknowledging the owners and building bridges 
towards seeing if owners give consent to their publication. 
Cultural knowledge is important not only for teachers ofNisga'a ancestry but also 
for classroom teachers and specialists. One of SD92 's requirements for hiring teachers is 
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that they familiarize themselves with Nisga'a culture, and although some register for 
courses at the WWN, it should also be the district's professional development role to 
bring issues like that ofNisga'a protocol, and education on culture on a regular basis into 
the schools. The inclusion of music and dance activities would contribute to this goal as a 
matter of course. Teachers could become researchers in their own classrooms, for they, in 
collaboration with parents and students, are the ones in the best position to collect 
information on students' needs and how to address them with measurable results. It may 
also improve the feeling of community for everyone, not only in communications 
between adults and students or children amongst themselves, but also between parents 
and schools, which seems to be the one of the challenges perceived by those attempting 
to make effective schools. 
Conclusion 
This research was made possible by the voices of the participants, who so openly 
shared their knowledge, experiences and visions ofNisga'a cultural performance with me. 
The purpose of this thesis was to explore views of music, dance and drama as features of 
Nisga'a identity, and to look at ways of reflecting their importance within SD92 schools. 
Nisga'a cultural performance is a vehicle by which Ayuukhl Nisga'a, or Nisga'a 
laws, are conveyed, and thus is integral to Nisga'a identity. As cultural performance 
reflects the social, historical, political, economic, spiritual, and educational dynamics of 
Nisga' a culture, it is necessary to know the context in which songs, dances, and 
dramatizations occur. The continuing practice ofNisga'a cultural performance affirms 
and promotes a positive sense of identity to the younger generations, and may be an 
important step towards healing from the impacts of colonization. 
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The holistic expressions of song, drama, art and material culture indicate that the 
interdependent elements ofNisga'a cultural performance strive to the development of the 
whole person, or the ideal of total learning. A music education paradigm reflecting 
holistic concepts of self-expression and fostering the growth of the whole child is found 
in Carl Orff' s approach to music and movement education. Some traditional ways of 
learning include the playing of instruments such as rattles, various drums, or other 
percussions, and combining story and song. Cultural performance expressions re-learned 
by the children can then be presented at feasts or at other gatherings. 
The Nass valley is rich in cultural performance resources, and many Nisga'a 
believe certain wilp or clan songs are suitable for school use. Provided Nisga'a protocol 
is followed, especially with regards to song ownership, some chiefs and matriarchs would 
be willing to give their permission for specific songs to be used as culturally relevant 
Nisga: a education materials. 
Recent experiences have shown that active community involvement in work 
towards educational change has been effective in the creation of successful programs 
from early childhood education to advanced education. Through participatory action 
research, a variety of collaborators (teacher-teacher, school-elders, community 
institution- other institution, and so on) could work together to reflect cultural 
performance expressions in education. The findings and recommendations of this study 
provide some starting points for the local school district to incorporate more culturally 
relevant music, dance, and drama activities into their curriculum. 
Needless to say, the Nisga'a have had some major issues on their feast dish in the 
past few years, including dealing with conflicting responses to the treaty process, the 
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creation of the WWN, and the development of a comprehensive language and culture 
curriculum. From the new beginning with the creation of the school district in 1975 to 
this day, Nisga'a life has been both a time of great accomplishments and some sorrow. 
The coming into effect of the imminent Nisga'a treaty may promise a bright future for the 
continuation ofNisga'a education as a tool for cultural revitalization. 
In closing, I would like to express my sincere thanks to all those who gave me the 
opportunity to learn from your experiences. Sharing your stories and songs with me has 
enriched my understanding of the complex language of music, in a way that I, soon 
returning to the classroom, aspire to impart to children. 
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APPENDIXB 
PARTICIPANTS LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT 
Dear Interview Participant: 
I will be conducting research as part of the requirements for my Master of Arts 
(Interdisciplinary: Education and First Nations Studies) thesis work. Research will be carried out 
in the Nass Valley from July to October 1999, with an expected thesis completion date of 
December 1999. This work will involve individual or group interviews with members of the 
Nisga'a community including elders, teachers and curriculum developers from School District 92, 
and community leaders involved in music or dance groups. In close collaboration with the above 
participants, I will be: 
» examining the role of music and dance in Nisga' a identity, 
» identifying music and dance material for possible community use, 
» implementing activities within the school, 
» providing recommendations for the integration ofNisga' a music and dance curricula in 
SD92 schools. 
The Ethics Committee of the University ofNorthern British Columbia requires that all 
participants involved in graduate-level research with a UNBC student sign a letter of consent 
before the interview. Should you agree to participate in this thesis project, you will be asked 
questions pertaining to the above research purposes. As I may be quoting participants in my 
thesis, I would like to acknowledge your perspective by using your name in a respectful manner. 
However, you have the option to not be identified. Moreover, you have a right to refuse to answer 
any questions or to withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice. 
Transcripts of the interviews will be sent to the participants for review and revision. 
Otherwise, they will be kept in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher until 
thesis work is completed in early 2000. At this time, audio recordings made during interview 
sessions will be given to the Nisga'a Tribal Council for archiving. Should you wish to see 
transcripts of your interview at any time, I may be contacted at: 
Graduate Student Offices, Admin 3048. 
University ofNorthern British Columbia, 
Prince George, BC V2N 4Z9 
Email: juniperp@unbc.ca Tel: (250) 960-5671 or 564-1398 
Thesis supervisor' s tel. : Dr. Tom Strong, Education (250) 960-5401 
If you wish to participate in this research, please sign below. 
I have discussed the proposed thesis work on Nisga'a Cultural Performance in Education 
with Paylig Juniper. I agree to participate voluntarily in interview sessions with Paylig as 
part of her research. 
I wish to be identified by the following name in the thesis: 




Tell me about yourself. What are some features that identify you as a Nisga'a person? 
Why? 
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What do music and dance mean to you in terms of your identity as a member of the 
Nisga'a community? Do you have a song, dance, or material object that represents you? 
What are your aspirations for your grandchildren with regards to music and dance, or 
cultural performance? How do you think these could be realized? 
What Nisga'a music and dance materials are available that are appropriate for community 
or school use? 
What are your perceptions regarding the role of cultural performance activities within the 
school system? 
How can Nisga'a song or dance materials be adapted or developed so that the schools and 
the community can make use of them? 
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APPENDIXD 
PARTICIPANTS' RECOMMENDATIONS for NISGA'A SONG AND DANCE 
CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT & IMPLEMENTATION [RAW DATA]. 
Focus on both language and culture. Use the language of songs and dances to reveal 
the deeper meaning of what they stand for. 
Tell stories that show what students have to do at specific times in their life. 
Show them how it feels to be Nisga'a, through song and dance. 
Have someone observe the implementation of these activities on a regular basis. 
Have a Nisga'a person interpret the abstract contents of the curriculum so they are not 
lost in the teaching. 
Bring in elders so they can demonstrate exactly how things should be done. 
Compensate them. 
Begin with the local, then move on to regional, provincial and national contexts. 
Combine song and story. 
Tell different stories that show who we were, and show the different types of dances 
and types of songs sung by the Nisga'a, including the lullaby. 
Tell story of a totem pole, its raising ceremony, and sing the song[s] that go with it. 
Go by the clans to which the students belong, unless they are specifically asked by 
someone of the other clan to perform that particular dance or song. 
Students can retrace their ancestry through learning about songs and dances. 
Always acknowledge the owners of a song I dance. 
Teach berry-picking songs, i.e. "Gal Siim," and describe how food was harvested and 
prepared- how our people used to do things. 
Show 'what we could do ourselves. ' 
Teach general ownership I communal songs- use them with all four clans. 
Begin younger children with lullabies, and teach them other types of songs as they get 
older. 
With older students, develop and place a strong emphasis on the poetic 
(philosophical) aspects of the song through the analysis of the lyrics. Bring in the 
different periods, and parallel elements from our culture to other cultures. 
Teach the songs that are being used by the Gitladamix dancers. 
Both languages could be used for putting on cultural presentations, plays, etc. 
Have activities with shorter time frames rather than diminishing the meaning of 
cultural presentations that are traditionally presented in their 'long form.' 
Use some competition (on a larger scale, not within shorter activities) to increase 
motivation or interest in performance. 
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Bring music and dance into the drama class, at both elementary and secondary levels. 
Perform Nisga'a song and dance at concerts, showing the history of our own people. 
Celebrate Unity Day. 
Learn new songs and new dance moves to keep the interest going. 
Language class: make own regalia, 
Woodwork: make masks, rattles, bentwood boxes to store regalia 
Metalwork: make their own jewelery 
Home economics room: prepare traditional foods ... . and bring all the above together 
in preparation for a gathering, where food is eaten before dancing. Assemble for a 
feast. 
Get the songs from the children. Compose I learn them in Nisga'a or English, and 
translate them so they are bilingual. 'The children have lots of stories ... memories' -
they could sing about them- turn it into a song. 
Have them create their own dances for themselves and others to perform. 
They already know how to dance their tribe- dance that way; or imitate what adults 
do I did. 
It's important for them not just to do newer songs, but to know the traditional songs 
as well. Teach our own style through our own songs. 
Teach the T~seemsim Adaawa,k. 
Use masks the students make in cultural performance presentations- the traditional in 
a contemporary setting. 
Acknowledge the many cultural differences that exist in song and performances-
respect other interpretations and points-of-view. Parallel Nisga' a material with 
mainstream material. 
Have the students "develop their own mask for their own song, for their own dance" 
to tell their own story. Listen to the children. 
Share dance with adults. 
Encourage gifted Nisga'a leaders to continue their work. 
Include music and dance in the school program [curriculum] to 'make time' for it. Or 
it will only be included whenever there is time for it. .. 
Increase the inclusion of song & dance gradually. 
The dancers should feel their souls dancing; feel their spirit. 
Some songs could be taught class by class, then join everyone together for a 
performance. 
Teach the students and let them bring back music and dance. 
